
STAP’s comments on the targeted research proposal, “Sustainable Management of 

Inland Wetlands in Southern Africa: A Livelihoods and Ecosystems Approach” 

 

1. The Research Committee welcomes this proposal and recognizes that it addresses 

an important topic and, if properly implemented, could make an important 

contribution to knowledge and management of wetlands.  It also notes the 

potential application of the ideas, methods, and intervention approaches to other 

regional wetlands in Africa, and the need to incorporate experience from related 

projects, especially the GEF project in the Okavango Delta. 

 

2. The Committee would also like to stress that this project is a good example of the 

inter-linkages across focal areas and operational programs, as highlighted in 

recent recommendations from STAP.  The Committee notes that this project is 

linked to the land degradation focal area in the proposal, and stresses that it is 

important to relate it to the biodiversity and international waters areas as well. The 

proposal also explores some important linkages between social and environmental 

issues, critical to sustainable development of wetlands using an ecosystem 

approach.   

 

3. The Committee feels that the scope of the proposal extends beyond the scope of 

targeted research. The four outcomes in the proposal are undoubtedly important 

for sustainable development of wetlands, and are relevant if this were submitted 

as a regular medium size project.  Many of the activities described in the proposal 

are not research oriented and will not result in scientific information.  It would be 

advisable to limit the scope of the proposal on those elements of outcomes No. 3 

and part of outcome No. 2 that are truly targeted research. 

 

4. The proposal also has some methodological shortcomings, which would need to 

be resolved before the proposal could proceed as targeted research.  A proper 

basis needs to be established in order to be able to evaluate the project’s 

outcomes.  This requires, at the outset, the setting up of testable scientific 



hypotheses, with adequate methods specified which can measure the outcomes. 

From this perspective, the Committee recommends that Annex 7 be revised to 

make sure they are truly testable hypotheses. This is essential if knowledge is to 

be generated, and can be replicated 

 

5. The proposed framework and methodologies that will be used for field 

experimentation, data collection and analysis are not described in the proposal. 

Indeed, in the section where the activities to be undertaken are explained in detail 

(pp. 28-29), the impression is that the necessary methodologies will be developed 

during the course of the project.  This should not be the case and further detail and 

explanation should be included before it is approved. It is these methods and 

framework that can be scientifically assessed to gauge whether or not the listed 

outcomes are achievable within the specified time period. At present, the reviewer 

is being asked to accept in good faith that the long list of outcomes is achievable, 

which may not be the case. 

 

6. There were doubts about the project’s ability to deliver results within the time 

frame.  The main objective of the project is to generate knowledge for the 

sustainable management of wetlands. This is a huge undertaking for a project with 

a life span of 4 years. To be able to generate knowledge within such a short time 

period, the investigators must have in mind specific methods and a good 

framework to link the livelihoods and ecosystems components of the project. 

Activities 2 (New knowledge) and 3 (Innovative interventions), which represent 

the core components of the project, will be undertaken over 36 and 30 months, 

respectively. This is too short a time to monitor the effects of land use on 

hydrology, physical, biological and chemical properties of soils and livelihoods. 

Moreover, the field experiments and monitoring will be conducted in only a few 

selected sites. How will the results be extrapolated or made relevant for other 

sites? To overcome this problem, modelling needs to be used as an approach for 

extrapolation and scenario analysis. Models of various kinds – biophysical, 

whole-farm and decision support – will be useful, but the proposal makes no 



mention of models or how they will be used to facilitate the achievement of 

project goals. 

 

7. There appeared to be a lack of appreciation for the multiple uses and users of 

wetlands.  Property and use rights, and the management of conflict should be an 

integral part of the proposal. Agriculture is the main focus, although passing 

reference is made to other uses of wetlands such as livestock grazing and fishing. 

Yet, unsustainable use and management of wetlands in many parts of Africa is 

due mainly to conflicts between users arising from lack of clear land use and 

access rights. The kind of study that the proposal mentioned is being jointly 

carried out by FAO, IWMI and IUCN-Rosa in Tanzania and Zambia, if not 

available for other countries, should be part of the initial investigation that the 

project will undertake. The property rights regime (e.g. state, communal, private, 

open-access (no-property)) under which wetlands are managed needs to be 

established from the outset as this will determine what kind of institutional 

arrangements will be needed to ensure long-term sustainable use and management 

of wetlands. The adequacy of conflict management arrangements in the different 

wetlands also need to be studied to determine if these need to be strengthened.  

Capacity building in conflict management methods should also be part of the 

training that is envisaged under Outcome 4. 

 

8. In addition, while the project appeared to be aware of many issues of importance 

to RAMSAR, these were not always presented as directly as they might have 

been.  Doing so would further help to strengthen the project: details of these are 

attached in an Annex. In addition, the project might usefully have regard to the 

wetlands research priorities of other environmental conventions.  

 

9. In summary, the Committee, while enthusiastic about the purpose of the project, 

does not believe it is ready to be approved as a targeted research proposal in its 

current form.   Therefore we recommend two ways forward with this proposal: (a) 

to have the GEF consider it for funding as a regular medium-sized project, or (b) 



to revise the project, focusing it on those elements that that are targeted research 

and taking into account the comments and recommendations described above. 

 



Annex: RAMSAR comments 

 

In relation to Outcome 1, recent regional analyses of inventory data and methods have 

found both lacking. That is, the methods need further development, in particular in 

relation to providing techniques to collect data using modern technologies and being able 

to integrate across scales. This is a research question and within the context of this 

proposal could be strengthened by emphasising the development, based on existing 

prototypes, of a suitable multi-scalar and hierarchical approach to wetland inventory for 

the region that can be used to obtain and store, for onward analysis, information to 

support Outcomes 2 & 3. In particular we need to keep in mind that not only does much 

inventory not contain sufficient information on land uses and ecological condition in 

relation to land use, but also that the wetlands being considered vary greatly in size, and 

we can not validly, from a human well-being perspective, disregard the smaller wetlands 

in favour of the larger.  

 

The techniques need development, and the information needs collation and or collection 

in order to determine what outcomes can be applied to other regions, as was being 

suggested in the telephone conversation. The latter also requires agreement on a suitably 

transferable habitat typology. The current Ramsar typology is not suitable for this 

purpose. However, rather than propose another potentially fruitless sojourn into 

classification the targeted research could address existing typologies and assess the key 

data fields on which these are based (noting that many will not be strictly systematic) and 

ensure that these data are collected (and how) and contained within a relational database 

format to enable users to construct their own classification as required. This is in line 

with current Ramsar resolutions and technical analyses, but it has not been specifically 

investigated in southern Africa. Models can be made available for initial analysis with 

specific habitats (type/size) and land uses. The ease with which remote sensing and GIS 

technologies can be used for the range of habitats being considered is not well elucidated 

- scale and resolution or expense issues still abound. Again, suitable working platforms 

can be made available and hence provide a running start to such investigation without 

necessitating expensive initial analysis.    



   

Outcomes 2 & 3 could also investigate the suitability of existing Ramsar guidance on 

wise use and maintenance of the ecological character of wetlands. These currently cover 

many of the issues being proposed for investigation and would benefit from such field 

testing to ensure they are applicable locally and can support the transferability of the 

information to other parts of Africa, and indeed in a geographic sense, to other similar 

areas, noting that socio-economic factors will likely differ more than the geographical 

features themselves. Outcomes 2 & 3 will also require the information base being 

proposed under Outcome 1 as currently presented. Without this base the onward use of 

the investigations will surely be limited or under doubt. Much past information collation 

is outdated, undated, or unproven, or just unsuitable. Much aggregated data loses its 

veracity quickly and disaggregation of data is still complex for many variables – a multi-

scalar and hierarchical approach could be developed for the region in question and 

provide a means of supporting multi-scale uses. 


