\

ACSA

/ Advocacy Coalition
for Sustainable Agriculture

misereor

ALLY FOR A JUST WORLD

WORLD WETLANDS DAY 2026: CELEBRATING OUR CULTURAL

HERITAGE AND PROTECTING OUR LIFELINES

Every year on February 2nd, the world observes
World Wetlands Day - a day to recognize the
critical role wetlands play in sustaining life on
Earth. These ecosystems, from marshes and
swamps to riversides and floodplains, are more
than just patches of water and reeds; they are
the lungs and sponges of our planet. They filter
water, store carbon, buffer floods and droughts,
and provide homes to countless species. For
humans, wetlands support food security,
livelihoods, and even -cultural and spiritual
practices that have persisted for generations.

The 2026 theme, “Wetlands and Traditional
Knowledge: Celebrating Cultural Heritage,”
highlights the ways in which indigenous peoples
and local communities around the world have
long interacted with wetlands in sustainable and
culturally meaningful ways. In Uganda, traditional
communities have relied on wetlands for papyrus
weaving, fish farming, and medicinal plants,
understanding when and how to harvest
resources without damaging the ecosystem.
Across Asia, farmers have managed floodplain
rice paddies for centuries, timing planting and
harvesting around natural wetland cycles. In the
Arctic and the Americas, indigenous peoples rely
on wetlands for seasonal fishing, water

purification, and spiritual practices. This theme
reminds us that modern conservation can learn
much from traditional knowledge, blending
science and local wisdom to manage wetlands
responsibly.
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Yet wetlands are under serious threat. According
to an observance by the United Nations, globally
we have lost about 35% of wetlands since 1970,
and wetlands are disappearing three times faster

than forests. Human activities such as
agricultural expansion, urban development,
pollution, and unsustainable resource extraction
continue to degrade these ecosystems. In
Uganda, wetlands cover nearly 14% of the land
area, yet decades of encroachment had reduced
their coverage drastically. Although recent
restoration efforts have helped recover some
wetlands, many remain degraded, facing ongoing
pressures from settlements, farming, and
pollution. The loss of wetlands threatens not only
biodiversity and water security but also the
cultural practices and livelihoods of communities
that depend on them.

Using wetlands responsibly requires
understanding and respecting both ecological
functions and cultural heritage. Communities
around the world provide powerful examples of
how this can be done. In New Zealand,
indigenous groups monitor wetland health using
traditional ecological knowledge alongside
modern science, catching ecological changes
before they become irreversible. In Australia,
urban planning integrates wetlands into flood
management and biodiversity corridors, ensuring
that cities grow without destroying these vital
ecosystems. Cities such as Indore in India and



Geneva in Switzerland have achieved recognition
for incorporating wetland preservation into
urban development, demonstrating that
economic growth can coexist with wetland
protection. These examples show that when
communities, governments, and traditional
knowledge work together, wetlands can be both
productive and resilient.

To use wetlands responsibly, people must align
activities with the rhythms of the ecosystem.
Harvesting fish, reeds, or medicinal plants should
follow sustainable cycles. Agricultural practices
must avoid draining or polluting wetlands.
Community engagement, education, and
awareness campaigns are essential to ensure
that wetland use does not exceed ecological
limits. Most importantly, recognizing the value of
traditional knowledge ensures that practices
honed over generations continue to guide
sustainable use and strengthen cultural identity.

This World Wetlands Day, the call to action is
global. Governments, local authorities, and
international institutions must strengthen
protections for wetlands, enforce laws against
degradation, and invest in restoration projects

where ecosystems have been damaged.
Countries must integrate wetlands into national
climate adaptation and water management
strategies, recognizing their crucial role in
carbon storage, flood control, and biodiversity.
Supporting indigenous peoples and local
communities to actively participate in wetland
management is vital, as their cultural knowledge
is essential to sustainable stewardship. Beyond
legislation, there must be investments in
education, research, and sustainable livelihoods
that link wetland conservation with economic
benefits such as ecotourism, fisheries, and
sustainable agriculture.

World Wetlands Day 2026 is not just a reminder
of what is at stake but also a celebration of the
knowledge, culture, and practices that have
protected wetlands for centuries. Preserving
these  ecosystems means  safeguarding
biodiversity, human livelihoods, and cultural
heritage. As communities, governments, and
global citizens, it is our shared responsibility to
ensure that wetlands continue to thrive, offering
life, resilience, and inspiration for generations to
come.

Safeguarding Our Wetlands: A Dual Approach of Policy and Practice
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Integrate into National
Climate Strategies

Countries should incorporate wetlands
into climate adaptation plans, leveraging
their natural capacity for carbon storage
and flood mitigation.

Strengthen Legal

Protections and Enforcement
Governments and international institutions
must reinforce laws sﬁainsl wetland
degradation and strictly enforce existing
environmental protections.

Invest in Ecological
Restoration

Funding must be directed toward
active restoration projects to
revive ecosystems that have
already sutfered damage or
degradation.

Support Sustainable
» Livelihoods

Palicy should link conservation
with economic gains through
investments in ecotourism,
sustainable fisheries, and
research.
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Adopt Wetland-Friendly
Agriculture
Farming practices must be medified to
avoid the harmful drainage of water or the
introduction of pollutants into the wetland
system.

Align with Ecosystem Rhythms
Harvesting of fish, reads, and medicinal
plants must follow sustainable cycles to
ensure resources are not deplated faster
than they can regenerate.

Elevate Traditional
Knowledge

Recognizing and applying indigenous
knowledge honed over generations is

- 4 essential for authentic and effective
7 sustainable stewardship.

Community Engagement
and Awareness

Local education compaigns are
vital to ensure that human use of
the land remains within its specific
ecological limits.
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References:

¢ United Nations World Wetlands Day information and global loss statistics

https://www.un.org/en/observances/world-wetlands-day

e Uganda NEMA wetlands overview: https://www.nema.go.ug/en/wetlands

v

Advocacy Coalition
for Sustainable Agriculture

misereor

ALLY FOR A JUST WORLD

P.0 Box 21556, Kampala Uganda, Email: acsa@acsa-ug.org, Website: www.acsa-ug.org




