
Mediterranean Coastal Wetlands Governance 

Lessons 
Learned



The Lessons Learned of the Mediterranean Coastal Wetlands 
Governance project is an on-going component of the MAVA 
Foundation’s ‘Coastal Wetlands Action Plan’ to establish or 
improve governance of coastal wetlands based on the experience 
from the pilot sites.

Intended for project team members and interested stakeholders, 
the Lessons Learned aims to assist coastal wetland sites to 
improve their governance frameworks, and provide some ideas 
to be shared with other Mediterranean coastal wetlands, via the 
tips and best practice case studies provided.



The Mediterranean region has been identified as one of the 34 world hotspots for biological 
diversity, and the world recognises the importance and sensitivity of these special areas.

Oristano in Italy, Buna River Velipojë Protected Landscape in Albania, and Ghar El Melh 
in Tunisia are three best practice wetland sites that have provided valuable insights and 
lessons on Coastal Wetland Governance.
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As well as numerous designations and labels, the sustainable governance of 
these sites depends on a complex mix of national and local politicians, officials, 
community groups and organisations, NGOs, advocacy groups, volunteers and, 
not least, increasingly well-educated and demanding citizens. 

Additionally, site-governance must now be integrated with the neighbouring 
coast and marine waters, along with a wider catchment. All this takes place 
against a background of increasing coastal urbanisation and reclamation for 
agriculture and aquaculture, and the threat of frequent recurrence of droughts, 
floods and other extreme climate events.

Problems Identified (Cross Cutting)

• Capacity issues, especially with regards to  
   coordination and management, and sustainable  
   tourism development

• Unfavourable economic conditions (resulting in illegal  
 development, mineral extraction, littering)

• Lack of cooperation, attitudes, ownership or  
 fragmented governance

• Weak laws / protection for sites (in some cases  
 lack of )

Solutions / Actions Proposed (Cross Cutting) 

• Capacity building and training

 
• Better resourcing of local actors

 
• Inclusion of excluded groups in dialogues

 
• Bridging the gap between stakeholders, civil society  
 and government, and between institutions and  
 national and international agencies

Coastal Wetlands Action Plan
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Buna River Velipojë Protected Landscape (BRVPL)

The responsibility for enforcement lies with the 
municipalities, but there are capacity issues. A 
key problem is the lack of coordination with the 
management of the Drini/Buna Basin as a whole. 
There needs to be a reciprocal arrangement with 
the management of the basin as a whole, bridging 
the gap between national government and local 
administration by adequately resourcing local actors, 
and in particular the municipalities.  

The Buna site was designated as the Buna River 
Velipojë Protected Landscape (BRVPL) in Albania in 
2005, and as a RAMSAR site in the same year.  
Despite the site’s designations and protected status 
illegal construction continues, along with mineral 
extraction and littering. 
The region’s economy is limited and residents struggle 
with very low per capita income levels. Unemployment 
is high and nearly 12% of the population receives 
economic aid or remittances from family members 
abroad. Most villagers rely on the highly fertile and 
productive land to meet their daily subsistence needs.
The Buna site is threatened by:
·  Illegal development 
· Flooding 
· Anthropic pressures 
· Community attitudes towards the Protected Area.
There is resentment from local populations, and a  
need for capacity building and training - especially 
with regards to developing sustainable tourism. 

Transparency: Establish means of 
communication to easily convey Management 
Committee records, agendas, minutes and 
reports (for example, through websites and social 
media). Welcome your audience to meetings. 
Ensure transparency by providing timely, or 
real-time access to information about decision 
making, which institutions exert influence, 
who is responsible for what, and how they are 
accountable.
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Oristano Gulf (Maristanis Project)

and rival policy agendas. They additionally lack 
both the necessary financial and technical resources 
to fully deliver the management plans, and tend 
to focus primarily on the immediate pressures of 
development.  
There is very limited adaptive capacity to deal 
with weather events, climate change impacts on 
hydrography and biodiversity. The current situation 
can be characterised as reactive rather than proactive. 
Within the local urban community there is a lack 
of knowledge and awareness of the natural and 
biodiversity value of the site. 

The Maristanis project area is characterised by 
the complex relationship between coastal habitats 
and their traditional uses for agriculture, fisheries, 
aquaculture and more recently, tourism. 
Layered on top of this is the administrative complexity 
of the area’s 11 municipalities, lack of harmonisation 
across existing plans and common choice of actions, 
shared vision and long-term management strategy.
While a broad equilibrium has developed over 
centuries between the users and managers of the 
lagoons, recent and substantial changes such as 
urbanisation, chemical inputs from agriculture, illegal 
fishing and hunting, and an increase in high, seasonal 
tourist pressure are now disturbing this equilibrium.
No single body has overall governance or day-to-
day management responsibilities for the sites, and 
although municipalities have devolved responsibilities 
for implementing various management plans, control 
over development, and some enforcement powers 
and duties, vertical integration with the region and 
state is weak and characterised by competence ‘silos’ 

Take meetings to the community: 
Don’t hide meetings away in civic or 
government buildings – at least once a 
year take them out to venues out in the 
community close to the wetland and 
combine with a public event.
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Ghar El Melh

very weak and enforcement is made difficult by the 
fragmented ownership of the site between the private 
sector and public domain.
An informal governance committee has been 
established under the ICZM project, but excluded 
groups need to be included in dialogues, and 
feedback between governance levels need to be 
evaluated.

The Ghar El Melh wetland was designated a 
RAMSAR site in 2007. 
Over the last 50 years, the site has been affected by 
anthropogenic activities - becoming a receptacle for 
industrial, domestic and agricultural sewage from 
fertilisers, pesticides and other chemicals.
In addition, recent years have seen a major boom 
in tourism resulting in illegal development, coastal 
erosion, fires and littering, and seasonal traffic 
congestion. 
Since the construction of the harbor in 1975, the 
amount of sedimentation occurring on the protective 
sandbank has reduced. There is no adopted spatial plan 
or river basin management plan, and data collection 
and monitoring is very limited -  the scale and pace of 
impacts is not fully understood or recorded.  
Although a set of regulations protect the site, these are 

Participation and feedback: 
Pro-actively seek participation and 
feedback from the public. This can 
include traditional routes such as 
press releases, public meetings and 
events. Also develop a social media 
strategy to reach a wider audience.



Where we are now



A formal Structure: Buna River Velipojë  
Protected Landscape (BRVPL), Albania 

The Buna River Velipojë Protected Landscape (BRVPL) in 
Albania has a formalised, state-driven governance structure 
which is evolving within a legislative framework. A ministerial 
decision in 2018 enabled the creation of a Management 
Committee for Environmental Protected Areas (EPA). The 
decision, however, stipulates that the Management Committee 
– in effect the governance body - plays only a supervising role 
with no executive powers (“managing activity”). The nominated 
Head of the Management Committee for the BRVPL is the 
Prefect of the Shkodra region. Other representatives and 
members include the Ministry of  Tourism and Environment, the 
National Agency for Protected Areas (NAPA), the prefecture of 
Shkodra Region and the Shkodra municipality, and the Regional 
Agency of  Protected Areas (RAPA) who provides the technical 
secretariat and administration to the committee. Membership 
also includes representatives from the fields of agriculture, 
tourism, infrastructure and energy, waters, science and education, 
cultural heritage (including cultural heritage from civil society), 
landowners and NGOs who have experience in the protection of 
the natural areas.

Transboundary collaboration with neighbouring Montenegro 
has been agreed between the two parties. However, Albania’s 
Parliament is due to ratify the agreement for the formation of a 
Joint Committee with Montenegro for the Management of the 

Buna-Bojana Delta area as a whole. Furthermore, the Buna/ 
Bojana is an integral part of the overall Drin basin on which there 
has been a successful multilateral agreement since 2012.

Integrity: Discussion of governance can often  
attract a weary cynicism from the public. Upholding  
the integrity and commitment of all in charge of specific 
responsibilities for the area can be vitally important in 
building trust with the local community. 

On 24 June 2019, the town council of Ulcinj gave the Ulcinj Salina 
in Southern Montenegro the status of  ‘Nature Park’, a protected 
area designation. This protection status is the result of long-term 
work of the NGO alliance (EuroNatur Foundation, Center for 
Protection and Research of Birds of Montenegro (CZIP), BirdLife 
Europe & Central Asia, Tour du Valat, MSJA and the MAVA 
Foundation) who will now focus on ensuring that the wetland has 
a proper management framework and a financial plan - including 
possible exchange and collaboration with the Buna River Velipojë 
Protected Landscape (BRVPL) to better link both sites.



MEDSEA is an NGO most active in the 
Maristanis project in Sardinia, an area comprised 
of six Ramsar wetland sites of 77km2, and 25 
Natura 2000 sites consisting primarily of coastal 
lagoons and marshes around the 200km coast  
of the Gulf of Oristano. The sites represent 
a unique regional and ecological network - 
displaying the same ecological profile and sharing 
the same problems and critical issues. 

The administration of the area is complex with 
11 municipalities. Fisheries in the area are 
notably self-governing with deep traditional 
roots. MEDSEA are working as an ‘honest 
broker’ to develop the “Coastal Wetland Contract 
– Maristanis project” (CWC), working with the 
grain rather than imposing new hierarchical 
structures into a delicately balanced situation. 
The long-term objective being to enhance 
Maristanis project - a ‘Voluntary Contract 
Approach’ protection of coastal wetlands by 
creating a superior governance body has brought 
together municipalities, regional institutions, and 
other stakeholders. This process has highlighted 
awareness that a single management entity is 
necessary, resulting in the creation of a new 
regional park (currently ongoing).

A Coastal Contract: Oristano Gulf, Italy

CWC is based on the 
voluntary agreement between 
stakeholders as a shared 
planning procedure and 
implementation of coastal 
resources management

The CWC is an open and 
voluntary agreement in which 
all the parties that wish to 
participate can join freely

It aims at coordinating and 
integrating the existing 
planning tools to deal 
with environmental issues 
emerging in a specific area

MEDSEA’s description 
of this approach:



Ongoing Activities / Initiatives 

Stakeholder mapping is being 
completed, providing a solid base 
against which to develop engagement.  

A vulnerability map has been 
produced to visualise the impacts and 
the most affected areas and to plan the 
mitigation measures. 

A map of landscape and cultural 
heritage combining the data collected 
from the database of the Regional 
Landscape Plan (PPR) and data 
collected on site has been developed.

Given the lack of precedent in the area 
for integrated management, progress to 
build stable structures will out necessity 
be relatively slow. 

Various local engagement events have 
been carried out, including, regional 
Coast Day and World Wetlands 
Day (WWD) events, as well as local 
initiatives and associations supported.  

The Local Consultation Group (LCG) 
has been established and comprises 
of 11 municipalities, the Province of 
Oristano, and the Sardinia Regional 
Administration. 

Three LCG’s meetings were held in 
the presence of the representatives 
of Maristanis’ partners: the Marine 
Protected Area (MPA) of Sinis and the 
Flag-Sardegna Pescando. 

Maristanis have involved other 
local stakeholders including mayors, 
experts from the Province of Oristano, 
the Local Drainage Authority, the 
Water Agency, Environmental 
Department, the Agriculture Technical 
Assistance Department of the 
Regional Government, the Regional 
Environmental Protection Agency, and 
experts from the University of Cagliari. 

In addition, important private actors 
have joined the project, among others 
Niedditas (one of Italy’s biggest 
aquaculture companies), 3A (the 
cooperative of farmers), RisOristano (a 
rice producer), and tourism operators.  

Action oriented 
governance: 
Discussions should be 
focused on deliverables, 
either by the governance 
committee as a whole or 
by the partners. These 
deliverables can include 
specific projects, reports, 
or the influencing of 
other agencies. Most 
importantly, there 
should be measurable 
progress between 
meetings.



Subsidiarity in Action:  
Ghar el Melh Lagoon, Tunisia

The 2018 Law of Governance is a very significant piece of legislation; 
decentralising long centralised powers to the local level. This national 
decentralisation agenda is raising important questions for the governance of the 
Ghar el Melh Lagoon. For example, what are the best mechanisms to engage the 
municipality in its governance to guarantee their ownership of the process?

Agreements from stakeholder discussions on the central role of the municipality 
have been accepted, and the current use of the project-based term ‘Steering 
Committee/Comité du pilotage’ is to be replaced by a name that better reflects 
the long-term continuity beyond the project timescale such as ‘Management 
Committee/Comité de gestion’ or ‘Governance Committee/Comité de 
gouvernance’.

The committee’s role is to make the link between stakeholders and civil society, 
local and regional government, institutions, as well as national and international 
agencies.

What’s in a name: name the 
governance body to distinguish 
it from the more operational 
management committee or Comité 
du pilotage.  Typically, this might 
be the ‘Steering’ or ‘Governance’ 
Committee or Board. 



The Assessment exercise with pilots is going to be completed in the following months.

Buna River Velipojë Protected 
Landscape (BRVPL) 

The municipality is particularly 
interested to identify how the 
protected area can be used in the 
interests of the wider (economic) 
development of the area. There is 
potential for the development of ‘soft’ 
activities, notably eco-tourism.

Cross-border cooperation issues will 
become very important in the future, 
but only once local cooperation is 
improved. 

Oristano 

Going forward, the Maristanis project 
aims to achieve the following priority 
objectives:

• an increase in the number of actors 
involved in the Coastal Wetland 
Contract, specially private operators

• integration of the Action Plan with 
other initiatives, responding to new 
opportunities and needs

• minimise the impacts of tourism 
through the adoption of good 
practices like the ‘Club of Maristanis’ 
and agriculture.

• establish the Regional Natural Park 
which allows for the continuation 
of the collaborative governance 
process initiated by the Coastal 
Wetland Contract. The park offers 
new opportunities for valorising the 
area, promoting the creation of green 
economy activities.

Ghar El Melh 
 

The terms of reference of the local 
committee will need to be approved 
by all key stakeholders. Capacity 
building, along with practical actions 
to reduce pollution in the lagoon and 
improve water flow, will be carried out 
for designated members. 

Other municipalities involved in the 
integrated management process will 
need to adopt a holistic ecosystem 
approach.

What is still left to do.



Additional tips  
for setting up and 
sustaining good 
governance.

Manage the meetings: Here are some simple tips for improving the 
productivity of meetings:

Ensure decisions are accurately recorded along with the responsibility 
for implementing them.

Ensure meetings keep to time; meetings are notorious for running 
overtime, and you don’t want to miss an important agenda item 
because the time ran out. 

Allow adequate time for each agenda item. This is very important, some 
flexibility is always required in meetings, and prioritising agenda 
items will help ensure that important issues are addressed.

Clearly indicate whether agenda items require a decision. Make sure this 
is clear in your agenda so that attendees know whether they will be 
part of the decision-making process.

Share the agenda with partners well in advance. This not only lets 
them know what to expect during the meeting but can also describe 
any preparation needed.

List who is responsible for presenting a topic. Meeting attendees should 
have clear roles and responsibilities to keep the process running 
smoothly. 

Minutes including the recommendations: should be circulated in 
advance of the meeting and agreed by all partners.

Unleash creativity and innovation: The 
governance of valuable areas such as wetlands 
should not be a dry, technical exercise. These 
areas provide many exciting opportunities to 
engage both the public and partners through 
the arts and media. Achieving this means 
making links with new partners in the creative 
sectors, an effort that will be richly rewarded.



Keep it simple and 
proportionate: Don’t 
overcomplicate matters. 

Resist the temptation 
to enter into detailed 
technical discussions at 
the governance level. Insist 
that technical reports are 
documented or summarised 
in a manner suitable for a 
non-technical audience. 

Governance should also 
be proportionate to the 
scale and complexity of 
the wetland and the social, 
economic and political 
context in which it lies. 
In relatively simple areas 
with relatively few issues, 
the governance should be 
proportionately simple.

Be Inclusive: Ensure your meetings are inclusive – governance 
should reach out to groups and sectors in the community who may 
not be represented by formal associations – but may have a significant 
impact on your wetland. Participation is a fundamental principle of the 
governance.

‘Wetland management, and particularly the planning process, should be as 
inclusive as possible. Legitimate stakeholders, particularly local communities 
and indigenous people should be strongly encouraged to take an active role 
in planning and in the joint management of sites. It is highly desirable 
that positive steps be taken to ensure that gender issues, including women 
and their interests, are fully taken into account at all stages in the process. 
If necessary, appropriate incentives to ensure full stakeholder participation 
should be identified and applied.’

(Dyer, M. 2018. Transforming communicative spaces: the rhythm of 
gender in meetings in rural Solomon Islands. Ecology and Society 
23(1):17)

In particular, women’s lack of participation in important decision-
making is recognised as an obstacle to sustainable development, and it is 
not enough just to get more women in meetings; it is also about making 
space for them to meaningfully contribute[i].

Target the plans and programmes 
of others: The governance committee 
should ensure that it is a contributor 
and a consultee to relevant local, 
regional and national plans and 
programmes. This can include 
spatial plans both terrestrial and 
marine, river basin and coastal plans, 
along with others for infrastructure 
development.  



A common vision can be both 
rational and inventive: 
‘Prospective is above all an attitude of 
mind … and a way of behaving…. If 
it has no future direction the present 
is empty of meaning.... The rational 
and the inventive trends of strategic 
planning are complementary, only 
prima facie they seem opposite.’

(Godet, M. 1987. Scenarios 
and Strategic Management, 
Butterworth: London)

Setting the vision engages the 
stakeholders in the identification 
of the key problems and issues 
for the wetland. It sets the course 
for the eventual ‘shape’ of the 
strategy, plan or programme and its 
implementation.

Alternative funding sources: A preliminary identification of key  
potential funding sources for the subsequent implementation is essential.  
The identification of potential major funding sources will help create the  
favourable preconditions for the delivery of a plan or programme for the  
wetland by linking them with the results of the scenario and vision. The 
identification of potential funding sources is important in:

Ensuring that the proposed actions are realistic and deliverable.

Reducing the time gap between plan and actions – thereby maintaining 
momentum, stakeholder confidence and support.

Thinking ‘out of the box’ and scoping a wide range of funding sources outside the 
conventional range of environmental funding. Coastal wetlands in particular offer 
a wide range of environmental services that can be used to support the case for 
economic development, flood mitigation, and climate change adaptation,  
etc. funding.

One area often overlooked may be local and regional economic development plans 
and programmes, as wetlands are considered ‘environmental’ and therefore, outside 
their remit. Challenge this view - coastal wetlands offer direct economic benefits 
through tourism or the sustainable exploitation of their natural resources, or 
indirectly through valuable ecosystem services.



Scenarios: Scenarios - alternative, ‘what if ?’ visions of  
the future – and the process of generating them can be  
used as a key part of the management process. Scenarios  
can be used to:

Provoke debate about common futures;

Expand the range of options;

Expose contradictions and conflicts;

Clarify and communicate the technical analysis;

Expose uncertainties for future developments;

Evaluate policies in the face of an uncertain future.

Scenarios and the process of scenario development 
should engage the imagination of both the planners and 
the stakeholders. Their value should be in widening the 
participants’ perception of possible future events and 
possibilities and encourage ‘thinking the unthinkable’. 

Champions: Consider the emergence 
of a champion(s) for the coastal wetland, 
generating new ideas and promoting the 
testing of innovations, including governance 
and management innovations for the coastal 
wetland. Most importantly identify a figure 
who is widely respected and who has a voice 
within the political structure.

Build trust and capacity: Pilot projects can be 
one of the most effective ways of reinforcing 
the partnership, engaging the community and 
engendering political support. Whilst their short-
term impact may be limited, their cumulative, long-
term impact in terms of building trust and credibility 
can be enormous. They need not be expensive, and 
they may rely heavily on voluntary support. 

Clear lines of responsibility: Clearly define who 
reports to whom, how often and in what format, 
particularly if and how the site manager reports 
to the governance committee. As a minimum, the 
annual report of the governance body should be 
made publicly accessible and in a user-friendly 
layman’s format in order to clearly recognise that 
the governance of the site is made in the name of 
the public and for the public.



No complacency: There is no 
secure ‘end-point’ in governance, 
the political, economic cultural 
and natural environment climate is 
constantly changing. Inevitably, the 
process is a never-ending cyclical one. 

The long-term 
vision: Develop 
a single ‘Vision 
Statement’ along 
with supporting 
interpretive material 
and reports of the 
participation process 
provided alongside 
the statement.

Fit for purpose information: 
There will always be pressure 
to collect more and more 
information and data, 
particularly from the scientific 
community. However, the 
prime need of governance is 
to ensure that information 
collected is of sufficient 
quality and timely to monitor 
the health of the site and 
changes over time, and to 
report to external bodies, 
but also to apply suitable 
measures to manage the 
site and ensure achieving of 
conservation objectives.

Adaptive management: Adaptive 
management approach is vital in order 
to ensure that you close the full circle of 
conceptualise, plan, implement, evaluate, 
learn and adapt - the only way that you 
can improve and learn from your mistakes. 
It is important to monitor progress and 
the achievement of the objectives in order 
to be able to be sure what is going well or 
not so well and why. 

Adaptive management approach can and 
should be applied both to management 
and governance. Don’t reinvent the wheel: 

There is a considerable body 
of governance experience 
around the world, some of 
this is referenced in this 
handbook. Learn from 
others, develop partnerships, 
consult regional bodies. 




