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IT IS WELL RECOGNISED THAT WETLANDS PLAY AN IMPORTANT ROLE IN MAINTAINING

BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY. They also perform vital functions such as water purification,
nutrient retention, maintenance of water tables, storm protection, flood mitigation,
shoreline stabilisation, erosion control, and groundwater recharge—all of which are
important for Australia’s unique natural resources and landscape. Wetlands also provide for
social and cultural wellbeing and, if managed wisely, they can provide economic benefits.

The special values and functions of wetlands can only be maintained if ecological processes
are allowed to continue to function. Unfortunately, wetlands are amongst the most
threatened ecosystems worldwide due largely to destructive practices such as draining,
infilling, pollution and overexploitation of their resources. In order to prevent further

loss of important wetland habitat in Australia, building and maintaining a comprehensive
inventory of our wetlands is crucial so that we gain a better understanding of their values
and location.

The Commonwealth Government has invested around $2 million through the National
Wetlands Program to do just that—to undertake, in cooperation with State and Territory
governments, a comprehensive inventory of Australia’s nationally important wetlands
known as A Directory of Important Wetlands in Australia (the Directory). Since the release
of the first and second editions of the Directory in 1993 and 1996 respectively, funding
has been provided for comprehensive reviews of existing data and to investigate regions
of Australia that were previously under-represented or not represented in the Directory.

At the time of the launch of the second edition of the Directory, the Commonwealth
Government made a commitment to investigate means by which the information contained
in the Directory could be made electronically available via the Internet. This will make it
more widely available to a wide variety of potential users wishing to access the information.
The Commonwealth Government has honoured this commitment—A Directory of Important
Wetlands in Australia is now available “online” on the Environment Australia website.

With this shift from hard copy to electronic format, the Directory data set is now easier
to update—as new information becomes available it will be immediately uploaded. From
now on the electronic Directory will greatly facilitate more rapid availability of the data
for nationally important wetland sites.

I envisage that the Directory will become a much more useful tool for policy makers,
biodiversity professionals and the community. It provides information useful for making
decisions on the protection of wetlands and how wetland resources will be utilised. It

will enable those who wish to restore or rehabilitate wetlands to access a valuable source

of information on wetland characteristics. It can also provide a substantial basis for the
future development of a national wetlands inventory to document all of Australia’s wetlands,
not just those that are considered to be nationally or internationally important.
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It is particularly auspicious that both the summary publication of the third edition of the
Directory and the online database are launched on 2 February 2001—World Wetlands Day.
It marks the 3oth anniversary of the signing of the Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar,
Iran, 1971) to which Australia was one of the first signatories, and is cause for celebration.
Australia has made a valuable contribution to wetland conservation during this time and
these launches provide an opportunity to promote not only to all Australians but to the
International community alike that the Australian Government is continuing to meet

its strong commitment to the conservation of Australia’s important wetlands.
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