A sociological analysis of wetlands: A review of literature

1. Introduction

The relationship between the man
and the environment or the eco-
logical system is a pre-historic
phenomenon that needs to be
understood in order to grasp the

this process human-being paved
the path for an inconceivable
level of environmental degrada-
tion. It is believed that both “over
development” and underdevelop-
ment” conditions have got direct
or indirect link with most of the

nature of present envi

crisis. Since the very beginning
of human social history, natural
environment maintained a thor-
ough integration with cultures
and livelihoods of people. The
ecological system was regarded a
part of human life and humans in
turn became a part of the envi-
ronment and as a result, the early
communities were particularly
concerned in maintaining an
environmentally friendly life
style. This ongoing social inter-
action made people highly con-
cerned about the environment
and venerate nature with a great
devotion. However, environment
today no longer continues this
har i lationship with the

human society but poses a great
danger to the life of people due to
rapidly increasing environmental
pollution and environmental
crisis in the pathway to develop-
ment adopted by the modern man
creating a contradictory relation-
ship between the man and the
environment.

Sociologists are very much con-
cerned about the interaction be-
tween the society and the envi-
ronment. The concept of environ-
ment is studied by two sub-
disciplines in sociology, environ-
mental sociology and sociology
of natural resources (Belsky,
2002). Throughout the history of
humankind, human-being has
been taking utmost effort to make
his/her life more comfortable. In

envirc | issues (Jayakody,
2000). According to this argu-
ment the developed nations often
try to make their life increasingly
luxurious by consuming what-
ever they could obtain from the
environment. Nevertheless, the
poor nations damage the earth
due to poverty and its effects on
them. Therefore, both the luxury
cultures and poverty conditions
are important in understanding
ecological systems like wetlands.

prove the water quality of our
nation's streams, rivers, lakes,
and estuaries. Since wetlands are
located between uplands and
water resources, many can inter-
cept runoff from the land before
it reaches open water. As runoff|
and surface water pass through,
wetlands remove or transform
pollutants  through  physical,
chemical, and biological proc-
esses. Wetlands help protect
adjacent and downstream proper-
ties from potential flood damage.
The ability of wetlands to control
erosion is so valuable that states
and landowners are restoring
wetlands to control shoreline
erosion in coastal areas. Diverse
species of plants, insects, am-

According to Kotaga and
Bambaradeniya (2006), The
RAMSAR Convention defines
wetlands as: "areas of marsh, fen,
Peatland or water, whether natu-
ral or artificial, permanent or
temporary, with water that is
static or flowing, fresh, brackish
or salt, including areas of marine
water the depth of which at low
tide does not exceed the 6 me-
ters"

The Wetlands of Sri Lanka that
fits into the definition given by
the RAMSAR Convention could
be divided into three broad cate-
gories:

= Inland fresh water wetlands
(eg. rivers, stream, marshes,
swamp forests, and "Villus").

= Salt water wetlands (eg. la-
goons, estuaries, mangroves, sea
grass beds and coral reefs).

=  Man-made wetlands (eg.
tanks, reservoirs, rice fields, sal-
terns).

Wetlands help maintain and im-

phibi; reptiles, birds, fish, and
mammals depend on wetlands for
food, habitat, or temporary shel-
ter (Ramsar Convention on Wet-
land).

Although wetland is considered
to be a natural eco-system made
of habitants with permanent or
temporary accumulation of water
with associated floral and faunal
communities, the socio-cultural,
economic and political aspects of|
wetland is much more important
than_ecological system in the
presént scenario. Thus, sociologi-
cal understanding and analysis is
much needed not only for social
scientists but for natural scientists
and policy makers with regard to
wetlands. The sociological analy-
sis of socio-economic and politi-
cal factors in terms of functions
as well as threat of wetlands is
crucial.




2. What is environmental
Sociology

Environmental sociology is a
study of societal-
environmental sociologists
typically place special empha-
sis on studying the social fac-
tors that cause environmental
problems, the societal impacts
of those problems, and efforts
to solve the problems

(Dunlap and Catton, 1994).
Most environmental problems
have a real ontological status
despite our knowledge and
awareness of them stemming
from social process by which
various conditions are con-
structed as problems by scien-
tists, activists, media and other

and determine or shape those
environments; third, human
beings interact with their envi-
ronments in such a way that
they shape each other (Ingold,
1992). When the culture is
shaped by environment, it is
known as environmental deter-
minism on the other hand when
environment is shaped by cul-
ture it is called as cultural de-
terminism. Ecological anthro-
pology was dominated by the
view that environment shape
cultures; it is not only that
environmental factors deter-
mine cultural characteristics,
but also that environments act
on culture. Environmental
determinism addresses the
questions of how culture and
cultural features originate,
h adapt and function

social actors (H: 2006).
As results, environmental
problems must be understood

(Milton, 1996).

3. Sociology of Natural Re-

via social process; d any
material basis they have exter-
nal to humans. An important
development of this sub-
discipline was shifted from
“sociology of  environ-
ment” (study of environmental
issues through the lens of tradi-
tions of sociology) to an
“environmental sociol-
ogy” (study of the reciprocal
interaction between the physi-
cal environment, social organi-
zation and social behavior).

Human-environment (culture-
nature) relations are central
focus of what is generally
known as ecological anthropol-
ogy as subfield of anthropol-
ogy. Ecological anthropology
investigates the ways that a
population shapes its environ-
ment and the subsequent man-
ners in which these relations
form the population’s social,
economic, and political life. It
applies a systems approach to
the study of the interrelation-
ship between culture and the
environment (Milton, 1996).
The human-environment rela-
tions are mediated by culture
has been fundamental to eco-
logical anthropology. The na-
ture of relation and role of
mediation of culture can be
conceptualized into three prin-
ciples. They are: first, human
beings adapt to and are shaped
by their environment; second,
human beings adapt their envi-
ronment to suit their own needs

sources

Although environmental

iology and iology of
natural resources seem to be
much more equal, they are
two different sub-fields of
sociology originated and de-
veloped in two different his-
torical paths. The divide be-
tween environmental sociol-
ogy and the sociology of
natural resources has been a
long-standing one, reflecting
the relatively distinct origins
of the two branches used to
study about environment
(Benton, 1989; Dunlap, 1997;
Murphy, 1994). The sociol-
ogy of natural resources was
a relatively well established
area of work by the mid-
1960s. The sociology of natu-
ral resources held at this time
consisted of three very
closely related groups of
scholars. First, there was the
growing cadre of social scien-
tists (among whom sociolo-
gists were well represented)
who were increasingly being
employed by natural re-
source management agencies
such as the U.S. Park Ser-
vice, U.S. Forest Service,
Bureau of Reclamation,
Corps of Engineers and wet-
lands. Second, there was a
sizable community of schol-
ars interested in outdoor
recreation, many of whom
would become active in edit-
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ing and publishing in the
Journal of Leisure Research
and Leisure Sciences. Third,
there was a significant group
of rural sociologists interested
in the sociology of resource-
oriented rural communities
and in rural natural resource
issues; these rural sociolo-
gists, along with many re-
source agency social scientists
and social scientists interested
in outdoor recreation, joined
groups such as the Natural
Resources Research Group of
the Rural Sociological Society
(Buttel, 2002).

These sociologists of natural
resources were interested in
matters pertaining to effective
resource management, in more
rational and socially responsive
policymaking by resource agen-
cies, in enhancing the cause of
resource conservation, and, in
the mid-1970s and after, in
social impact assessment of
natural resource development
projects. Later, these sociolo-
gists of natural resources would
expand their institutional net-
works to include the Interna-
tional Association for Impact
Assessment and the Interna-
tional Symposia on Society and
Resource Management. Most
present sociologists of natural
resources engage in fields such
as forestry, wetlands, wildlife,
range management, fisheries,
environmental studies and de-
velopment studies. On the other
hand, environmental sociolo-
gist, mostly as academic engage
in studies related to environ-
mental attitude of people, envi-
ronmental movements, environ-
mentalism and environmental
risk and health problems.
Therefore, the theoretical per-
spective that are found in envi-
ronmental sociology as well as
sociology of natural resources
are very useful to understand
the Socio-cultuml, economic
and political aspects of wet-

lands and the socio-
environmental problems of
wetlands.

4. Livelihood and wetland
Wetlands are vital to life - they
provide water for our basic
needs and our economic pros-
perity. In the developing world
millions of people rely entirely
on wetlands for their liveli
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decision makers often lack aware-
ness of the interconnection between
functioning ecosystems and peo-
ple's livelihoods and between envi-
ronmental degradation and poverty.
Wetland management has to inte-
grate environmental perspectives
with livelihood benefits, especially
the sustainable production of food.
These approaches are seldom inte-
grated in decision-making processes
that establish management proce-
dures. Socio-economic and biodi-
versity data are often not available
to support decision making.

In large part world, the livelihoods
of the rural poor are disproportion-
ately dependent on crop and animal
agriculture and other natural re-
sources — notably, forests, fisheries
and genetic diversity — as well as
the underlying environmental ser-
vices that sustain these resources.
Recent reports from the World Re-
sources Institute (2005). Household
income that is dependent on natural
resources — “environmental in-
come” —comes from a wide diver-
sity of agricultural sources, both in
cultivated settings (cropland and
some grazing) and “wild” or uncul-
tivated sources, including forests,
fisheries (marine and inland), wet-
lands, and natural grasslands. More
than 90 percent of African agricul-
tural production is estimated to
come from small-scale producers.
At least 90 percent of the world’s
poor have been estimated to be
dependent on forests and wetlands
for at least some of their income
(World Bank, 2002).

Common property resources are
typically allocated under customary
property rights and tenure systems
that provide rules goveming the
rights to and use of resources. Open
access resources lack such rights
and rules and are open to all. Com-
mon property resources have, in
many cases, been sustainably man-
aged for generations, but where
tenure systems are weakened or
where governance and enforcement
mechanisms are ineffective, they
may be used and exploited in a de
facto open access manner. Access
to these resources — including many
forests, fisheries, marine resources,
grasslands, etc. — is important to the
livelihoods of the poor in many
countries. Common property re-
sources were found to contribute 15
-25 percent of household income in
. India (Jodha, 1986). But it is these
same resources that are often under

the greatest threat in many countries
as a result of population growth,
intensification of production and
resulting environmental degrada-
tion, resource appropriation for
state or private use, and the frequent
lack of effective governance sys-
tems. Poor households dependent
on these resources thus face an
additional challenge to sustaining
their livelihoods due to the lack of
ownership and control they enjoy
over these resources on which they
are so dependent (World Resources
Institute, 2005).

5. Socio-cultural aspects of wet-
lands

The socio-cultural aspects of human
life are closely related to nature.
Sometime we find it difficult to
separate culture from nature be-
cause culture is an integral part of
nature. According to cultural an-
thropologists, it is the environment
(climate) that influence in the ad-
vancement of civilization, religious
beliefs, rituals, kinship pattern mar-
riage and political system of a com-
munity who live within a particular
geographic area (Huntinton, 1924).
This way of conceptualizing the
relationship between environment
and culture, often referred to as
‘possibilism’, appeared to offer an
acceptable alternative to the view
that the environment directly causes
cultural features (Milton, 1996).

The natural beauty as well as the
diversity of animal and plant life in
many wetlands makes them ideal
locations for recreational activities
and, in the best-known places, (eco)
tourism. Many of the finest sites are
protected as National Parks or
World Heritage Sites and are able
to generate considerable income
from tourism and the array of ac-
tivities available. In some countries
the resulting revenue is a significant
component of the national economy
(Ramsar Convention on wetlands).
Many countries in the world make
billions of income and provide
thousand of employment opportuni-
ties by wetland base tourism and
make use these profits for even the
conservation of those wetlands.
However, unsustainable tourism
and recreation developments are a
significant cause of wetland loss
and degradation in many parts of
the world. Sri Lanka is found no
exception in this regard. For exam-
ple, wetlands such as Madu ganga
estuary, Mahaweli river basin and
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some lagoon areas are being dam-
aged due to unsustainable tourism.

In Sri Lanka, wetlands such as riv-
ers and floodplains have been the
cradle of historic civilizations. The
man-made wetlands in Sri Lanka,
especially the ancient irrigation
tanks and rice fields, clearly high-
lights the rich cultural heritage as-
sociated with wetlands. It is gener-
ally believed that Indo-Aryan immi-
grants started rice cultivation in Sri
Lanka more than 2500 years ago
(Hearath, 2009). This was a period
at which a settled civilization devel-
oped in the dry zone and an elabo-
rate irrigation system was estab-
lished for rice cultivation. Rice
fields are characterized by the pres-
ence of a standing water body,
which is temporary and seasonal.
Hence, flooded rice fields can be
considered agronomically managed
marshes. They are temporary and
seasonal aquatic habitats, managed
with a variable degree of intensity
(Bambaradeniya, 2002).

6  Politics and wetlands

In the present world, the site of
natural resources such as water
bodies, forest and wetlands have
become the places of conflicts and
social discrimination due to politici-
zation of natural resources. Wher-
ever we come across disputes over
the natural recourses which are
collectively enjoyed by people in
the past, there is a link of power
relation or connection of politically
manipulated  power  structure
planted in the society (Mahees,
2010).

Third world political ecology exam-
ines the political dynamics sur-
rounding material and discursive
struggle over the environment in
third world. The role of unequal
power relations in constituting a
politicized environment js a central
them. Particular attention is given
to the ways in which conflict over
access to environment is linked to
system of political and political and
economic control first elaborated
during the colonial era. Studies
emphasize the increased marginal-
ity and vulnerability of the poor as
an outcome of such conflict. The
impact of perception and discourses
on the specification of environ-
mental problems and intervention is
also explored leading to debates
about the relative merits of indige-
nous and western scientific knowl-
edge (Bryant, 1992). It is important



to study the nature of state of third
world in order to understand political
ecology as well as the impact of third
world democracy on environmental
problems. According to ‘Soft State
Theory’ by the famous Swedish
economist Gunnar Myrdal (1968), a
state passes laws, but does not put
them into practice, not only because
of loopholes therein, but because
nobody in the Soft State accepts the
rule of law. The flabbiness of the
State encourages corruption and ram-
pant corruption adds to softness. The
soft state conditions of Sri Lanka also
have been responsible for many life-
long environmental problems. The
misuse or abuse of wetlands is lead-
ing issue in our country. The violation
of environmental rules of Muthura-
jawela wetland and construction of
building in the reservation area of it is
timely example for political patronage
of loss of wetland in Sri Lanka. Some
theorists (political sociology) claim
that democracy reduces environ-
mental degradation. Others argue that
democracy may reduce environmental
degradation or may even harm the
environment (Li and Reuveny, 2006).
Although, there are no proper empiri-
cal studies done on the democracy
and its negative impact on Sri Lankan
forester and wetlands, the popular
democratic practices beads on elec-
toral party politics, there are enough
of cases where people have been set-
tled with the indirect support of politi-
cians in the reservation or buffer
zones of wetlands in Sri Lanka.

According to Spencer (2007), the
third world has seriously disorganized
every aspect of human society and the
politics by the name of democracy
itself playing supportive role for
many violation and corruption to
happen in every social life. There is a
kind of patron-client political rela-
tionship prevailing in Sri Lanka. Peo-
ple at both rural and urban set up
maintain this patron-client relation-
ship with politicians for all their day-
to-day activities (Mahees et al, 2009).
This kind of political power relation-
ship based on the democratic party
politics always negatively impact on
sustainable use of natural resources
such as wetlands, forest and other
water bodies.

7 Conclusion
Wetland is an important eco-system
which is closely linked with the socio
-economic and political aspects of
people. Wetland and its functions
have to be understood in terms of
socio-economic and political perspec-

tive equal to the ecological functions.

The interaction between the commu-
nity and wetland is very important to
comprehend the functions and dys-
functions of wetland in a broader and
subjective manner. It is important to
emphasize the socially constructed
realities in connection with wetlands
more than the scientific reality that
brings out ecological significance of
wetlands. Although we have ecologi-
cally determined culture, it is always
reproduced by mass society with sup-
port of media. The symbolic con-
sumption patterns, the poor knowl-
edge about life supporting ecological
system, the environmentally lees sen-
sitive popular culture and changing
political power relationships have
damaged the subaltern relationship
between the people and wetland.
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