ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION

ON

Linking Landscapes and Wetlands: Human Utilisation, Absorption of Human Activities, Tourism and Ecotourism

It was noted that poverty alleviation and wetland conservation are inseparable. The importance of involving local communities/groups in wetland conservation to ensure sustainable resource utilization was also highlighted.

Discussion:

· Identifying the key players on issues pertaining to wetland conservation is important.  In this case, these include inter alia local communities, scientists, central government, livestock farmers, tourism industry etc.  Furthermore, conflicts like those caused by the buffalo fence, different fishing behavior between the major stakeholders, and blocking and opening up of river channels in the Okavango Delta should be given due attention.

· Poverty alleviation is an important aspect of wetland conservation. However, it is often taken as a peripheral issue in research on wetland conservation. Notwithstanding, poverty alleviation should form a conceptual framework of research. Natural scientists who adhere to the rigid scientific framework will become an endangered species as there is growing need to train students in multi-disciplinary sciences, so that they adopt a dual approach to issues.

· Scientists should recognize and acknowledge local people’s contribution to knowledge. This is important because issues of human survival are central in sustainable use and conservation concerns.

· Science normally leaves out people and involves them in latter stages, especially after a conflict has erupted.  Therefore, local people should be part of the scientific research on wetlands research.

· Research should not only be for publication of papers in journals, but should also be geared towards the question of livelihoods.  It should influence the decision-making process and have a link with the ‘grassroots’.

· While it may be difficult for scientists to change their traditional way of thinking, they need to consider inclusion of traditional/ local knowledge which is becoming an increasingly important component in the understanding of linkages between humans, their livelihoods, and the resource base upon which they depend. 

· The process of information sharing is hindered by financial constraints.  Consequently, large amounts of data remain inaccessible to the larger scientific community.

· Scientists need not isolate themselves and should reach out to communities through comprehensive outreach programs.  The mental barriers existing between social and natural scientists should be broken down for the two groups to work together peacefully.

· While one major responsibility of scientists is to make information available, they should not however, be held accountable for knowledge failure. Scientists are not outreach persons. 

· Research priorities should match national needs. International scientists need to work with local scientists on pertinent issues/ concerns. There should also be a flow of information about their research back to the grassroots.

· A framework on how to pass knowledge at local, national, and international levels needs to be developed. A forum for dialogue on these issues also needs to be developed.
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