Importance of conserving intertidal wetlands in the Yellow Sea Ecoregion

Conclusions from the international symposium on East Asian Coastal Wetlands, Changwon, Republic of Korea, 27th October 2008

The international symposium on East Asian coastal wetlands was held on 27th October in Changwon, Republic of Korea, as an Associated Event of the 10th Conference of Parties to the Ramsar Convention.  The symposium was organised by the Getbol (‘tidal flats’) Forum, Republic of Korea in collaboration with BirdLife International, the Common Wadden Sea Secretariat, the UNDP/GEF Yellow Sea Large Marine Ecosystem (YSLME) Project, and the Tidal Flat Research Center of the National Fisheries Research and Development Institute.  Wetlands International and WWF also provided considerable support through their presentations on coastal wetlands and the flyway.  The symposium was hosted by the Ministry of Land, Transport and Maritime Affairs, and the Province of Gyeongsangnam-do, Republic of Korea. Participants from East and South-east Asia, Australasia and Europe attended the symposium.

The following were the main conclusions from the symposium based on a consideration of scientific and wise-use principles: 

1. 
The intertidal wetlands and associated habitats of the Yellow Sea Ecoregion are of global importance for biodiversity conservation, with outstanding economic, cultural and landscape values.  The intertidal mudflats are amongst the largest worldwide, and the Yellow Sea ranks alongside other great wetlands such as the Wadden Sea in Europe and Sundarbans in South Asia.

2. 
The Yellow Sea has outstanding socio-economic values.  Tens of thousands of artisanal fishers depend on the area, catching fish, and collecting shellfish, sea-cucumber and other marine resources (e.g. sea grass for housing).  The region is a vital spawning ground and nursery for fish and other commercially exploited species.  These wetlands also provide other crucial but often ignored services for coastal populations such as acting as a barrier preventing erosion, flooding and  salt-water intrusion.  They also act as a carbon sink and hence are important in climate change regulation, and they are vital in absorbing nutrients and sediments that would otherwise end up in the open sea.

3. 
A good indication of healthy wetlands is a high diversity of waterbirds since different species feed on different parts of the food chain.  The Yellow Sea is a critical region for migratory shorebirds, providing an irreplaceable stop-over and re-fuelling hub for birds on migration between their breeding grounds in Siberia and wintering grounds in South-east Asia and Australasia.  Millions of shorebirds use the area in spring and autumn. The nature of the flyway causes the birds to fly thousands of kilometres, making the need to stop-over at the Yellow Sea a matter of life and death.  These migratory shorebirds link countries and peoples along the flyway, and their conservation is a matter of international importance and concern.

4. 
The Yellow Sea is facing a multitude of threats, from pollution, siltation, and particularly past and ongoing large-scale conversion of tidal flats for agriculture and urban and industrial development. Socio-economic and ornithological studies have demonstrated the significant negative impacts of wetland conversion in the Yellow Sea on local livelihoods and migratory shorebird populations.

5. 
Although progress has been made in designating some critical intertidal areas as nature reserves, this falls well short of the 10% target agreed upon at the Convention on Biological Diversity and only a few areas have been designated as Ramsar Sites. Moreover, enforcement of regulations within these critical areas remains a focus issue.

6. 
Conservation of the Yellow Sea intertidal wetlands and associated habitats should be advanced at an ecosystem scale through integrated coastal zone management and international co-operation. Conservation measures should include the designation of the highest priority sites as Marine Protected Areas, and/or their listing as Ramsar Sites in recognition of their outstanding international importance.  The contribution of wetlands towards a healthy society should be acknowledged, and no further large-scale conversion of intertidal wetlands should be approved.  Wherever possible, intertidal wetlands should be restored. Public consultation over any planning that may impact on intertidal wetlands or provide opportunities for restoration is essential.  These measures are in line with commitments made in the Ramsar Resolution on tidal wetlands (Resolution VII.21).

7. 
The East Asian - Australasian Flyway Partnership is a regional initiative of the Ramsar Convention, and the UNDP/GEF YSLME and WWF/KORDI Yellow Sea Ecoregion Support projects provide an excellent foundation for conservation and collaboration together with local NGO’s and organisations.  Co-operation and exchange of experience between wetland managers in the Yellow Sea and Wadden Sea should also be developed.  Experience from the Wadden Sea has demonstrated the need for a scientific justification and a shared vision amongst stakeholders, on a transboundary and ecosystem scale.  It has also demonstrated how quickly conservation and wise use can become mainstream thinking and practice and a basis for co-operation amongst government and civil society. 

8. 
The 10th Conference of Parties to the Ramsar Convention, being held at Changwon, Republic of Korea, 28th October to 4th November 2008, provides an excellent opportunity to highlight the problems and opportunities in the Yellow Sea Ecoregion, and a platform for future conservation and international co-operation. 

