INTRODUCTION

The idea of an international wetlands conference at the edge of the Okavango Delta took shape about three years ago.  It sparked enough interest among potential participants, collaborators, and donors to stay alive through a long period of gestation.  Rather than proposing a general conference, the plan was to focus specifically on environmental monitoring of wetlands in the warm latitudes of the planet, a realm of knowledge inadequately synthesized, yet critically important for informed decisions leading to better management and policies for these critical and highly threatened habitats.

From there, many questions arose:  Was this theme sufficiently cross-cutting to attract wetland scientists from around the world?  Would a conference in such a remote locale have an international presence?  Could the small and remote “village” of Maun host such a conference?  Could it yield tangible outcomes, not only in research results but also in promoting further collaboration between wetland researchers and the places at which they are based?  None of these questions could be definitively answered until funding was secured.  Once this happened, proposals for sessions, roundtable discussions, and papers and posters began to arrive from all corners of the globe and three very distinguished wetland scientists agreed to give keynote talks.  It then was clear that we had given birth to an idea worthy of a good conference.

The conference opened with a spectacular show:  an almost full eclipse of the sun on December 3, 2002.  More than 100 conference attendees, participants, and guests fell suddenly silent as the sky darkened, shadows lengthened, the skin chilled, and birdsong ceased.   The awe of this celestial event, rare for most of us, swept the conference along.  Sessions were exceedingly well attended, discussions following papers and in roundtables were provocative and lively.  Conversations about collaboration continued into the night. One tangible outcome was the formation of the Global Wetland Consortium, an international umbrella organisation to link wetland researchers and the centres where they work.  A vibrancy thus permeated this conference from its opening speeches to the wet conclusion of the weekend field excursion into the Okavango.

In a proceedings volume it is of course impossible to capture the intangible flavour of a conference, even one in such an exotic place.  Nor can we replicate the conversations emanating from a cultural melange of participants from China, Brazil, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, North America, and many parts of Africa.  What we can offer is a documentary record of welcoming speeches, keynote addresses, research results, and a small amount of the general discussion but little of the colour that surrounded us every day, both in our informal conversations and in the Okavango Delta, the setting and object of many papers and presentations.   

We are most grateful that almost all authors of the 35 papers and 30 posters kindly consented to make their work available to visitors to this website.  As with any proceedings collection, papers have gone through several screens, beginning with a decision by conference organizers to invite particular authors who proposed papers and posters.  Every paper then went through the usual editing steps, including peer review.  Papers and abstracts thus arrived in our computers in fairly final form.  Our job has been to assure a uniform format, to check citations and references, and to make sure illustrations render well.  We have not substantially edited the language of any paper.

You will note a clear bias.  Of 35 papers, 19 are focused on the Okavango Delta and 11 on other wetland settings in southern Africa.  Of the poster presentations, the proportions are almost the same.  This is a consequence, of course, of the location of the conference.  But it also reflects the enthusiasm with which Okavango researchers and our southern African colleagues took up the call to showcase their region and the impressive monitoring experiments underway here.   In some senses, we suppose, the title of this volume could be misleading.  On the other hand, as we have worked our way through this trove of papers and keynote talks, many of which are at the cutting edge, we believe the regional bias will in no way diminish the importance of the conference’s most important message:  that systematic and defensible monitoring is the very foundation for sustaining and restoring the world’s wetlands.

The editors and conference organisers are deeply thankful to the Universities of Botswana and Florida for their co-sponsorship of the conference and to the United States Agency for International Development for the ample funding it provided through the Education for Democracy and Development Initiative.  We also most gratefully acknowledge additional sponsorship from Gimms-South Africa. 

Many people worked very hard to make the conference a success but none harder than Catja Orford, who did a superb job as overall coordinator in staging an international conference in a “remote village,” and Eric Kabikwa, who provided such extraordinary technical assistance that virtually no breakdowns happened throughout the conference.  To both, we are hugely indebted.  Finally, we must thank Professor Mark Brown of the H.T. Odum Center for Wetlands at the University of Florida for transforming a muddle of files into a well-ordered website.
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