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The Wetlands Handbook is a colossal achievement – in more ways than one. Weighing in at 2.5 kg, with over a thousand pages enclosed in a volume some 6 cm thick, it is as big as its topic is important. And it is a product that simply exudes authority. The title has every right to be prefaced by the definite article; and the use of the term “first edition” speaks for itself. No doubt the second and further editions will build on this impressive foundation. But this is not a “handbook” in the standard form of the term. While it packs in the technical knowledge, it also carries a strong message and philosophy: The way we look at wetlands (substitute forests, rangelands, savannahs as you please – surely the same can be said for each?) needs a significant paradigm change. No longer are we talking about biological resources for simple, specific, benefits, but at ecosystem functions, where human wellbeing resulting from carefully tended living landscapes is key. And this means not preservation for its own sake, but management for multifunctionality.

Ironically the original convention that was set up to protect wetlands – the Ramsar Convention of 1971 – is renowned for two things: one positive, the second less so. Some applaud it for being the first international environmental convention, thus paving the way for those that followed (mainly out of the Rio Conference of 1992 – Biodiversity, Climate Change, Desertification etc), but equally others deride it for being the “birdwatchers agreement”.  Currently this convention covers a million and a half square kilometres of wetlands, and since the mid 1980s, poorer nations have joined because of a greater emphasis on functional significance (for livelihoods derived from ecosystem services) and the notion of “wise use”.  

However the convention protects merely around 10% of the world’s wetlands; the total area of global wetlands is estimated to be nearly 13 million square kilometres, and that equates to a third of the area under forest globally. Like the forest, wetlands – with their biodiversity and accumulated carbon - are under threat. Nearly one half of all wetlands are said to have been lost in the 20th century alone. Ironically the term “wetlands” was only coined 50 years ago when drainage was fast underway, mostly to make room for farmland. 


It’s impossible to do justice to such a work in a few sentences. There are 7 sections, 43 chapters, 72 contributors in all and an index that expands to 51 pages. Hardly a topic this reviewer looked for is not present. Even if the terms “governance” and “tenure” are missing from the index, they are present in the text. It’s readable and accessible in its double column layout, and replete with diagrams, tables and black and white plates. A couple of oddities however stand out: the 16 colour plates are lost in the centre of this tome, and they are neither of even quality nor of thematic consistency. And either have a full glossary or explain terms in footnote: but why just three pages? These are minor quibbles.

This book is a must for any educational institution that involves itself in the environment. Wetlands have consistently been underestimated in their importance as “diverse ecosystems that link people, wildlife and the environment in special and often interdependent ways through the essential life-support functions of water”. No time must be lost in recognising their significance through what the editors terms a ”new mature understanding of the primary concerns of society, linking natural and social sciences”. Well said! Librarians: leave the internet to its own devices and buy this book. No website can replace essential heavyweight authoritative references as this. Students will lift it off the shelf and dip in. It’s fascinating, and the topic is absolutely crucial to the environment: far more so than most of us hereto might have recognised. 
William Critchley, Amsterdam, January 2010
