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ABSTRACT

The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands emphasizes the “wise use” of wetlands by conserving the ecological character
of wetlands while managing the socio-economic value these landscapes hold for different stakeholders. Reviewing the
Convention obligations, resolutions, and guidelines through a feminist political ecology lens, we find them to be overtly
simplistic and technocratic. A deliberately generic framing of socio-ecological interrelations and of economic trade-offs
between wetland uses and users obscures broader political and social contexts which shape complex nature-society inter-
relations in the use, management, and governance of wetlands. Poverty, the cultural significance of wetlands—particularly
for indigenous communities—and gender equality have only recently been considered in wetlands management and
governance guidelines and interventions. These recent additions provide little insight on the power imbalances which
shape plural values, meanings, experiences, and voices in wetlands use and governance, especially for the most mar-
ginalized of wetlands users. We welcome the call for a “reformulation” of a socio-ecological approach to managing and
governing wetlands, but caution that unless wetlands governance structures and processes are re-politicized, changes

in policies and approaches will likely remain rhetorical.

he Ramsar Convention (RC or Convention hereafter)

was created in 1971 as an intergovernmental treaty
to provide a framework for the sustainable management
and governance of wetlands. Kumar et al. (2020; A)
point out that “the term, ‘wise use’ of wetlands, coined
then, in an era when protection and the exclusion of
human activity dominated conservation thinking and
before the 1992 Rio Conference embedded sustainable
development into our lexicon, wise use was farsighted
in recognising the need to integrate human dimensions
in wetland management”.

Since 1975, the RC works with national governments
to enhance the network of Ramsar Sites and other pro-
tected wetland areas to integrate wetlands planning and
management into the post-2015 development agenda, to
strengthen legal and policy arrangements at scale to con-
serve all wetlands, to implement Ramsar guidelines for the
‘wise us€’ of wetlands, to enable economic and financial
incentives to wetlands conservation for local communities
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and businesses, to ensure participation of all stakehold-
ers in wetland management, and to improve wetland
inventories and tracking at scale (Ramsar Convention
Secretariat, 2018b). One hundred and seventy countries
are currently signatory to the Convention and over 2,300
diverse wetlands are formally recognized Ramsar sites of
International Importance, covering nearly 250 million
hectares (ibid).

These agreements and commitments are significant,
commendable achievements. Unfortunately, there is
increasing concern, that these policies have failed to
decrease the destruction and degradation of wetlands
globally (Kumar et al. 2020). In 2018, an internal review
of the RC reported that “where data is available, 35 per-
cent of wetlands have been lost since 1970, at a rate three
times greater than that of forests” (Ramsar Convention
Secretariat, 2018b; 2). Kumar et al. (2020) call for a stra-
tegic “reformulation” arguing that what needs changing
is the dominance of the ecological framing of wetlands,
which has persisted historically, despite the fact that the
early conceptualization of the wise use of wetlands spoke
of the need for a “socio-ecological” approach to wetlands
management and governance.

Our analysis of the Convention and its various operating
instruments supports this call for a strategic reformula-
tion. However, building on feminist analyses of other
natural resources management and governance policies
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and processes, we caution that simply reformulating a
socio-ecological approach might not arrest the continued
global loss and/or degradation of wetlands (Finlayson
2012). Globally, habitat loss, defaunation, and carbon emis-
sions have spiked despite significant advancements on
global environmental agreements, national environmental
laws and policies, and even codes of conduct for the private
sector (Collard and Dempsey 2020). At this critical junc-
ture, the start of the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration,
it is worth asking how we got into this situation, and how
we will get out of this (ibid).

From a feminist ecological perspective, we argue that
while it is important to put into practice a socio-ecological
approach to challenge the premise of “wise use” (Kumar
etal. 2020), these changes need to take root in an approach
that allows asking who sets the agenda for wetlands man-
agement and governance, why and how (Elias et al. 2021).
More simply put, it is important to assess if and how RC
policy obligations, resolutions and guidelines and processes
of implementation [will] allow for understanding and
addressing inequalities and exclusions, and how these are
reproduced and played out not just locally, but in multiple,
overlapping scales of wetlands access, use, management
and decision-making.

In this paper, we analyse, based on four key informant
interviews and an extensive literature review of secondary
and grey literature, the RC resolutions and guidelines with a
Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) lens. The interviews were
used to validate the analysis and better link gaps identified
in the literature regarding the Convention’s treatment of
social inclusion and associated political economies, to the
origins, history, and structure of the Convention, including
its relationship with member countries and implementa-
tion of wise use.

We first examine the Convention, its focus on con-
servation and how RC guidelines and resolutions inter-
pret the socio-economic dynamics in the “wise use” of
wetlands. From there we provide a brief overview of a
FPE approach, and then we critically analyse three recent
inclusion-relevant RC resolutions, analysing if these allow
understanding and acting on the complexity of structural
inequalities. In this analysis we also highlight why the
institutional structure of the Convention poses systemic
and structural challenges to inclusive wetlands governance.
To provide insight on why RC institutions, frameworks,
and guidelines must grapple with exclusion and complex-
ity, we provide a glimpse of a typical wetlands community
and the ground reality challenges to wise use. In the final
section of this article, we discuss how a feminist political
lens helps explain that a socio-ecological approach requires
much more than just rewording gender inequality and
social exclusion in RC policy obligations, resolutions, and
guidelines.

March and June 2021

Ramsar Convention and the
Wise Use of Wetlands

At the heart of the Convention and its global wetlands
ambitions is the concept of “wise use” (Kumar et al. 2020).
The authors (ibid) argue that the understanding of wise use,
conceptualized initially to also take into account the human
dimensions of wetlands use and management (Finlayson
et al. 2011), has evolved over time to narrowly focus on
maintaining the “ecological character of the wetlands”,
which currently “provides the frame and heuristics” for
wetlands management and governance. Kumar et al. (2020)
note, that in RC guidelines and interventions, maintaining
the ecological character of wetlands, defined and under-
stood as the “structure and inter-relationships between
the biological, chemical and physical components of the
wetland” is prioritized, constructing a “human-nature
dualism” that is at odds with the foundational philosophy
of wise use.

The prioritizing of conservation is evident in the RC’s
mission and in the fine print of what makes for the obliga-
tory “Three Pillars of the Convention” (Ramsar Secretariat
2014). The Ramsar Secretariat requires all signatory con-
tracting parties, who are various designated departments
of national governments, to commit to these Three Pillars.
Pillar One requires contracting parties to include wetland
conservation considerations in their national land-use,
hydrological and river basin plans; contracting parties must
also commit to implementing these plans as far as pos-
sible; and to establishing nature reserves in wetlands and
promote training in the fields of wetland research, manage-
ment and stewardship. Pillar Two requires signatories to
designate at least one wetland area nationally as a Ramsar
Site, and to promote its conservation, including reporting
on any changes to the ecological character of the site. Pillar
Three requires all signatories to agree to consult with other
Contracting Parties especially regarding transboundary
wetlands, shared water systems, and shared species.

Reading into these obligations and taking note of the fact
that the key decision-making and implementing author-
ity of wetlands initiatives are national authorities, we re-
interpret Kumar et al’s (2020) analysis to note that the
flexibility and conceptual vagueness that characterises
wetland “wise use” and “ecological character” serves to
enable communication with and among contracting par-
ties in situations where consensus is neither desired nor
possible. This is understandable given that 170 diversely
socio-political national governments are committed to the
Convention obligations. This explains why, as Kumar et al.
(2020) note, “the meaning of wetland wise use has been
interpreted in diverse ways, from sustainable harvest of
wetland resources (Osumba et al. 2010), maintaining car-
rying capacity (Huang and Isobe 2012), diverse stakeholder
engagement (Cohen-Shacham et al. 2015), to embedding
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in landscape-scale conservation planning and decision-
making (Finlayson et al. 2005)”.

Given the relevance of the three obligatory agreements,
it is understandable why the various Guidelines and Reso-
lutions added to the RC framework over time, including
to address inclusion, are peripheral. The Convention’s
“foundational” focus is conservation, interpreted from an
“ecological worldview” (Kumar et al. 2020). Conservation
and maintaining the ecological character of designated
wetlands are what the Three Pillars specify and what the
Contracting Parties agree to, report on, and can be held
accountable for.

Solely focusing on conservation, on maintaining the
ecological character of the wetlands, and not taking into
account complex, dynamic socio-ecological interrelations
is deeply problematic. An interesting example of why and
how wetlands projects fail was the declaration of the Lake
Burdur basin in Turkey as a Ramsar site. Fencing off this
“major wintering site for the endangered white-head duck
(Oxyura leucocephala) through the implementation of
a ‘hard parK conservation policy” was only possible “in
practice [by] disenfranchising and alienating local people”,
which ultimately also “did not lead to the effective preserva-
tion of the basin” (Adaman et al. 2009; 783). Unfortunately,
what happened in Lake Burdur is the norm, rather than
an exception.

Feminist researchers point out that when external actors,
interventions and policies, with varied interests including
conservation, carbon sequestration, endangered species,
land, livelihoods (Gururani and Vandergeest 2014) take
precedence over local knowledges and needs, including
plural, customary rights to diverse wetlands resources,
the outcomes are not only socially exclusionary, they also
do not benefit the natural resource base (Elias et al. 2021).
In Lake Burdur in Turkey, the alienation and ostracisa-
tion of local stakeholders undermined self-motivated,
community-based management which eventually con-
tributed to the degradation of the lake (Kumar et al. 2020).

In addition to the key actors who constitute the Confer-
ence of the Contracting Parties, (i.e., COP) and who are
designated national government entities, the Convention
also has advisory and supporting institutions. The advisory
body which reports to the Contracting Party institutions
includes a technical and a communication and oversight
panel. The supporting institutions include the Convention
Secretariat based in Geneva and five international NGOs,
recognized formally as official partners of the Convention.
In our discussions with four current and former members
of these various advisory and supporting institutions, one
thing was clear: the scope for informing and influencing
the COP is narrow. What was also evident and an often
repeated issue in our conversations, was the distinctly
Northern make-up of the members of these various institu-
tions. There is no formal representation of any grassroots
Southern institutions in the Convention. There has been
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significant effort to enable gender balance in the Ramsar
Secretariat, now headed by a female Secretary General.
Unfortunately, this is not mandatory for the other bodies
of the RC. Further, as we discuss below, a gender-balanced
Ramsar Secretariat has not translated to more inclusive
and gender transformative approaches and guidelines or
socially informed interpretations of wise use.

A Feminist Political Ecology
Critique of the RC: Resolutions,
Guidelines and Interventions

Before we begin to analyse the structure and culture of the
Ramsar Convention, it is important to briefly explain what
constitutes a Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) perspective.
Feminist political ecology goes well beyond bringing on
board women in essentially masculine institutional spaces
or the engaging of [assumedly homogenous] women in
community level interventions. The latter is explained often
through simplistic, apolitical framing of women-nature-
nurture relationships, i.e., where women are often assumed
due to their traditional gender roles to be closer to nature,
therefore have a desire to protect it (Mies and Shiva 1993).
FPE approaches explain how gender, in relation to class,
race, and other relevant axes of power, shapes access to and
control over natural resources; how these axes of power are
situated in intertwined histories of colonialism, patriarchy,
and capitalism—and how these put together impacts, who
counts as a knowledge producer, what counts as knowledge
and how knowledge is produced (Sundberg 2017).

Nancy Fraser (1997) argued that without a broader
conceptualization of justice, i.e., attention to the com-
bined impacts of economic, political, ecological and cul-
tural injustices, ‘gender equality’ cannot be guaranteed in
environmental interventions. According to her, to closely
understand the gendered dimensions of nature-society
interrelations, one needs to understand power relations,
which are embedded in specific historical, spatial, and
socio-political contexts.

When we closely analyse the RC—both its institutional
structure, as well as its various objectives and ambitions—
what is most striking, is that the RC in its design, execu-
tion, and evaluation relies heavily on external and mostly
Northern actors, who are essentially distinct from local
wetlands users, (i.e., heterogeneous local communities).
The RC relies on the COP, its key national government
partners to deliver, implement, and regulate conservation.
Achieving the commitment and agreement of 170 national
governments is indeed commendable. Nonetheless, it does
not preclude the reality that in many instances, national
governments are themselves, key drivers of ecological
degradation. There is also the issue of which national
entities are represented in the COP. In our discussions,
we understood these to be mostly technical departments
whose key agenda is biophysical conservation.
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Regardless of their role, the supporting and advisory
institutions, including the Ramsar Secretariat, are often
unable to hold national governments accountable to sus-
tainable, leave alone, inclusive wetlands governance. The
point we raise here is that in some [not all] socio-political
contexts, this function is achieved and the mandate of local
civil society actors, people’s grassroots movements.

One could conversely argue that these gaps are addressed
by the increasing intent by the RC to engage local com-
munities in wetlands management and governance. How-
ever, it has been noted that the resolutions and guidelines
do not provide robust insight on the diversity of local
wetlands users (Wood 2003, Gujja 1998), and more spe-
cifically how intersectional inequalities, such as gender,
class, ethnicity or other disparities make some among local
communities more vulnerable and excluded (Wongthong
and True 2015). It is unsurprising that the complexity
of social, political and economic inequalities and power
imbalances, which lie at the heart of nature-society inter-
relations, are poorly considered in wetlands management
and governance.

We mentioned above that the key obligatory agreements
are as noted in the Three Pillars. RC Resolutions and
Guidelines are therefore essentially, as the terminology
suggests, guiding documents. In other words, these are
non-binding recommendations. Nonetheless, in this sec-
tion, we take a close look at three RC Resolutions which we
identify as key to inclusion. This includes the resolution to
align wise use with indigenous cultures, visions, and values
(Resolution VIII.19, 2002), to eradicate poverty (Resolu-
tion XI.13,2012), and address gender equality (Resolution
XIIL18, 2018).

Resolution VIII.19, while giving importance to the cul-
tural aspects of wetlands, lends to the popular assumption
that special groups, (i.e., indigenous peoples) cultures are
determined through their use of wetlands. Closely associat-
ing indigenous culture with sustainable wetlands manage-
ment helps further the conservation agenda. For example,
how indigenous groups in Australia “voluntarily manage”
their territory for biodiversity and cultural conservation
(Ramsar Convention 2018b). This assumption aside, there
is limited follow up guidance to policy, decision-makers,
and practitioners on how to ensure that the culture, voice,
and needs of indigenous groups inform and shape the
wise use of wetlands. What is most important is that there
is little attention to culture and indigeneity in the setting
of conservation agendas, which is squarely determined by
the focus on conservation.

On gender, Bastian et al. (2016) reporting on behalf
of the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s
(IUCN) Global Gender Office (GGO), note that gender
equality is neither widely written into policy nor widely
measured. Where there is mention of gender, the term,
as discussed above, is a proxy for women, with women
being characterized as stakeholders excluded from access

March and June 2021

to decision-making arenas and as beneficiaries of develop-
ment programmes (ibid).

RC resolutions and guidelines interpret “gender” as
“women’, and separately categorize women and indigenous
populations as vulnerable and yet capable actors to take on
environmental stewardship. The paradoxical framing of
vulnerability and capability corresponds to an economic
framing of restoration—situations of win-win-win between
ecosystem restoration and (women’s) participation. The fact
that conservation initiatives can lead to the exclusion (as
discussed above in the Turkey case) or can add to women’s
work burdens is hardly considered. How women and other
supposedly vulnerable groups will navigate formal and
informal spaces of wetlands management and governance,
from the household up to national secretariats (Kabeer
1994) is poorly understood and addressed in the fram-
ing of the RC resolutions. The overtly technocratic focus
emphasizes “fitting in women” into restoration agendas
predetermined by expert others (Jackson 1997). A Femi-
nist Political Ecology perspective informs that gender is
not about how to engage women and neither is inclusion
about integrating other assumedly homogeneous groups of
the vulnerable in restoration initiatives (Elias et al. 2020).

Resolution XI.13 recognizes poverty as a multidimen-
sional and complex phenomenon, and acknowledges that
poverty (especially rural poverty), makes certain sections
of communities disproportionately dependent on local
ecosystems. Situating poverty as a driver of wetlands over-
exploitation helps further the argument that putting an
economic value to nature and natural resources serves to
ensure conservation and equity. However, this reasoning
does not explain how conservation can tackle or reverse
the inequalities that shape nature-society interrelations
(Agarwal 1994, Jackson 1993, Leach et al. 2007). Poverty
can indeed be a driver of wetland over-exploitation, but
without alluding to the power and politics of how access
to, use, and control of wetlands resources are determined,
the link drawn between poverty and the wise use of wet-
lands management becomes overly simplistic. Resolution
XI.13 states that the failure to follow wise use principles
can exacerbate the problem by pushing people into poverty
(Ramsar Convention Secretariat 2012). This might indeed
be true, but the converse of this statement does not always
hold good. That is, the wise use of wetlands determined
through principles of economic efficiency will not neces-
sarily reduce poverty (Carney 1993).

Sellamuttu et al. (2012) emphasize that key to manag-
ing wetlands sustainably is to implement wise use on
the ground through the effective engagement of local
communities and by ensuring equity and transparency
when making trade-offs between wetland users. How-
ever, evidence from outside the wetlands domain shows
that without acting on the structural barriers to gendered
inequalities, it is problematic to assume that strategic alli-
ances and collective action in relation to natural resource
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access and use can be established between diverse groups
of men and women, within and between households (de
la Torre-Castro 2019, Harrison and Watson 2012, Mathez-
Stiefel et al. 2016, Rao 2017, Ravera et al. 2016, Rist et al.
2007). Strategies for mitigating change, particularly con-
servation and adaptation, often reinforce structures and
systems of exclusion (Kaijser and Kronsell 2014) when they
do not coherently reflect underlying and implicit power
patterns locally and at scale (Winker and Degele 2011). In
the consideration of trade-offs between wetland uses and
users it is often overlooked that such trade-offs tend to be
unequal, with the “costs”, which are not just economic,
being borne disproportionately by the most marginalized
amongst local communities.

An inclusive socio-ecological approach requires inten-
tionally strengthening, creating, or shifting structures, prac-
tices, relations, and dynamics toward equality (McDougall
et al. in press). Without considering how intersecting
inequalities at scale impact recognition, especially the
ability to shape restoration agendas, restoration initiatives
will never be truly transformative.

Allendorf et al. (2006) have noted that the lack of robust
tools that can identify and take account of plural rights
in dynamically evolving local contexts will disallow truly
participatory processes which are fundamental to the wise
use of wetlands. Similarly, Kumar et al. (2020; C) argue that
“a reframing of . . . wise use can enable a broader societal
engagement on the state of wetlands and allow the inclu-
sion of diverse knowledge systems to help structure and
nurture meaningful dialogues” We agree, but only partially
with these recommendations. Inclusive policies, guide-
lines, recommendations, and tools are essential, but there
is little evidence that the right policies or tools will result
in transformative change processes. Feminist researchers
argue that the problems of “commons management” are
not simply “local” problems (Clement et al. 2019). Wider
economic, social, and political contexts shape environmen-
tal changes and challenges in different ways, including in
determining voice, representation and agency in various
institutional spaces such as the household, community, and
beyond. A truly socio-ecological process will require grap-
pling with the complexity of these matrices of inequalities
and an essential starting point is critically analyzing who
sets the agenda of the wise use of wetlands resources and
landscapes, and why and how.

RC policy obligations, resolutions, and guidelines,
including the recent Global Wetland Outlook report (Gard-
ner and Finlayson 2018), position local communities as
homogeneous, or neatly segregated by gender, poverty
and indigeneity. In the section below, we highlight why
reformulating the wetlands approach, adding in a socio-
ecological approach will not necessarily address these
critical gaps. Moreover, revising and rewording RC reso-
lutions and guidelines will not in themselves restructure
exclusionary cultures and processes of decision-making
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across what makes for the Ramsar Convention institu-
tional landscape.

In sum, a socio-ecological approach that enables inclu-
sive wetlands management and governance will need to go
beyond fitting in predetermined groups of the marginal-
ized—women, indigenous communities and now increas-
ingly, youth—into restoration and conservation agendas.
In reimagining wise use, the focus on restoration and
conservation will need to be more strategically informed
by the plural voices, values and situated knowledges around
[degraded] landscapes, and enable these voices to hold
accountable wetlands management and governance. Com-
plementing the call for a reformulation of wise use and the
revision of wetlands policy obligations, resolutions, and
guidelines, we call for a systemic and structural change in
the RC institutional structures and processes. At the start of
the UN Decade for Ecosystem Restoration, these shifts are
strategic to aligning with the 2030 transformative agenda.

Rethinking the Ramsar Convention:
Why Going beyond Words
and Approaches Matter

It is both necessary and important to add here, that our
interest in working towards more inclusive and equitable
RC guidelines is informed by our engagement in wetlands
management interventions. The co-authors are an inter-
disciplinary group of researchers currently engaged in
informing and ensuring that an ongoing wetlands man-
agement project in Myanmar adopts a socially inclusive
and gender transformative approach. The focus in this
paper is not to discuss this project or its implementation;
however, it is useful to provide a glimpse of ground reali-
ties, to provide perspective on why there is a critical need
for more sophisticated approaches, tools, and methods to
tackle intersectional inequalities and deep-rooted gender
norms, which exist at scale in wetlands landscapes.

In 2019, a significantly large group of us, including the
project implementation team visited one such remote,
rural, estuarine wetlands village. We were mostly foreign-
ers, most of us did not speak the local dialect/s and aided
by two local language speaking translators we tried to make
sense of the power dynamics in the village community.
Although there was much curiosity both on our end, as
well as by the local community, the translated conversa-
tions did not reveal much. We could however make some
sense of power dynamics in who sat where, who spoke and
did not. As the meeting ended, we tried to engage smaller
groups in separate side conversations. From these meet-
ings, we learned that recently, embankments had been con-
structed through official funds to convert a stretch of the
backwater lakes into paddy fields, which were allocated to
a select group of households. The allocation of these newly
constructed fields had not been transparent. The village
head had unilaterally decided and his authority was not
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challenged, even though there was obvious resentment. It
appeared that a small number of relatively privileged men
hold political roles in these locations.

Breaking away from our conversations, we walked along
the newly constructed embankment bunds where a few
women and men, who had been sitting in the periphery in
the meeting place, silent throughout our discussions with
the “community”, kept walking alongside us. One of us in
the group spoke a local dialect, and it was soon clear that
this group of local community wanted to have a conversa-
tion separately, far away from the meeting place and the
main village. Our discussions with this group revealed
that deep disparities along ethnicity and religious divides
fracture what makes for the local community. None of this
group had been able to gain access the to the paddy land
that had become newly available through the construction
of an embankment. However, their key concerns were not
about equitable access to resources and decision-making
locally since they knew this would be quite challenging.
They were more concerned with the lack of opportuni-
ties, as well as resources for their children to migrate to
urban areas or abroad to alternative livelihoods. Unfortu-
nately, due to administrative constraints in obtaining the
National Identity Card, given the group’s ethnicity, only
illegal, precarious livelihood options are available to many
of these youth, including in neighbouring Thailand. The
opening of the Myanmar economy had resulted in many
new opportunities for rural youth, but that experience had
clearly not been equal. It was very evident that inequality
here was deeply intersectional and complex, determined
by historic events of colonialism and capitalism that had
resulted in the forced relocation of people across countries,
then under the British Empire.

This glimpse of what makes for a local village community
raises many questions of the win-win strategies outlined
in the project goals, which are informed by RC guidelines.
The project’s aim is sustainable long-term management of
coastal natural resources to conserve their unique biodi-
versity while benefiting local communities that depend
on them through co-management between communities,
government, and other institutions, including the private
sector. A key focus of the project is to improve livelihood
security of vulnerable women and men in the region. In
project documents, this is best achieved through fisheries
value chain development. Unfortunately, in this location
the resource base for this livelihood, the common pool
inland fishing grounds, were already diminishing from
the recent conversion to privately parcelled paddy fields.
The project focus on expanding inland fisheries in the vil-
lage is also at odds with the reality that rice (or paddy) has
uniquely shaped Myanmar’s economic and political history
and continues to shape agrarian reforms and development
in the country (Nehru 2015). In Myanmar, the State has
historically enabled “favoured individuals or groups” to
expand paddy cultivation, in the process making the most
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marginalised “extremely vulnerable to food insecurity
and forced displacement” (Srinivas and Hlaing 2015). In
sum, power and politics at scale are key deterrents to the
project’s vision of the wise use of wetlands, and yet there
is little in RC guidelines and resolutions that explain how
these differences are to be identified and tackled.

To have a chance of realizing its goal of wise use, the
project will need to capture the politics of deep-rooted
inequalities, including how relationships of power are
reinforced between local government and community
members (Akbulut 2012). In our minds this single visit
to a wetlands village raised many questions on whether
and how the project would unpack complex, contextual
power balances and intervene to address entrenched
inequalities. As mentioned above, we do not intend to
further discuss the project; however, we note that to this
project’s credit, supporting the work of the authors in
the wetland indicates its acknowledgement of the need
for a deeper social analysis that can enhance its social
engagement strategies.

Conclusion

RC policy instruments, the policy obligations outlined in
the Three Pillars, and the RC’s various Resolutions and
Guidelines provide an important starting place for pro-
moting and guiding stakeholder-driven management, for
providing directions in navigating various institutional
landscapes, and for the review of ground level interven-
tions and outcomes (Ramsar Convention Secretariat 1993,
2010a, 2010b). The translation of these instruments into
desired socio-ecological outcomes requires truly partici-
patory decision-making processes, but in fact, the reality
is mostly asymmetric access to information and uneven
constraints and incentives to participation (Akbulut 2012).

Inclusive wetlands conservation is not possible without
a core focus on the historical context of deep-rooted social,
political, and economic disparities. Despite the intentions
of the RC and the coining of the term wise use, its history
originally concerned with water bird conservation, and
trajectory has been heavily influenced by external, mostly
Northern biophysical scientists, conservationists, and
[male] representatives from technical national government
institutions. This has resulted in a top-down, technocratic
vision and meaning of the wise use framework, which
focuses on implementation and management through gov-
ernmental agencies. Our analysis points first and foremost
to the need to achieve a greater inter-disciplinarity in the
RC scientific community. This diversity of perspectives
and knowledges will enrich the wise use discourse, offering
the potential to bring to greater prominence other knowl-
edge, especially traditional ecological knowledge, which
so far has had a limited role in a knowledge space domi-
nated by modern physical sciences. For all these reasons
and for enhancing accountability to local wetlands user
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communities, we argue for a formal Southern grassroots
presence in the RC.

Secondly, a Feminist Political Ecology approach informs
that participatory processes of management and gover-
nance requires considering that access, use, and control
of natural resources are “steeped in colonial modalities
of power and propped up by imperial geopolitical and
economic arrangements” (Maldonado Torres 2007 in Col-
lard et al. 2015; 2). Fraser (1997) has argued that equality,
including gender equality cannot be guaranteed in envi-
ronmental interventions without attention to inequalities
in nested, polycentric, decision-making spaces. Especially
in situations of change and uncertainty, because of climate
and other dynamically evolving economic and political fac-
tors, it is wiser to recognize the complexity of intersectional
power imbalances in wetlands resource use, access, and
decision-making at scale and plan for iterative management
interventions, rather than assume universal synergistic
win-win-win solutions (Cleaver and Whaley 2018).

A FPE approach calls for paying attention to the matrix
of “vertical inequalities” (Stewart 2002) such as politi-
cal, economic, and ecological disparities, and “horizon-
tal inequalities” such as gender, class, religion, age and
ethnicity (Kabeer 2015) in understanding structures
and systems of exclusion. Such approaches, deployed at
decision-making, planning, and implementation levels,
at multiple scales (miso, micro, and macro) can influence
power structures and personal and cultural norms in wet-
lands governance.

External projects operating under the umbrella of the
RC are likely to rely on policy instruments, guidelines,
and tools, outlined in the RC portfolio, to achieve the
goal of conservation and maintenance of the ecological
character of the wetlands. We emphasize here that feminist
approaches caution against prescriptive tools and methods.
The issue is not about how to technically fix wetlands man-
agement and governance, it is essentially about the need
to critically reflect on, and rethink who decides, how and
why—what makes for the wise use of wetlands.

Pursuing a narrow ecological goal and assuming this can
be offset through simplistic economic trade-ofts makes for
a problematic assumption and is also difficult to guarantee.
This is because, on the one hand, in “situations of increas-
ing variability and unpredictably of ecological processes,
surprise rather than predictability is the norm” (Scheffer
2009 in Kumar et al. 2020; B). Additionally, it is not just
ecological processes that are dynamically evolving, this is
true also of political and economic contexts.

The above considerations show that many variables
and disparities at scale must be understood and tackled
in the structural re-thinking of how wetlands are con-
ceived, managed and governed. This raises many questions
on the current design of individual projects, especially
in whether they enable tackling entrenched vertical and
horizontal power centres and structures. In this context,
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a FPE approach, which calls for a more nuanced under-
standing of complexity at hand will significantly enrich the
understanding, framing and effectiveness of wise use. Our
analysis raises more challenges than solutions, but this is
the point we want to make here. It is now time to envision
alternate modalities if we are to end persisting wetlands
degradation.
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