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O n O ctober 2 4 -2 5 , 2000 , a m ost extraordinary conference w as held  in E ssex  
County, M A . A pproxim ately eighty representatives from  state and federal 
governm ents, conservation and environm ental organizations, and resorts and reserves 
m et in  a concerted  effort to advance w etland and m igratory bird conservation by  
engaging academ ic and regulatory agencies w ith com m ercial and local governm ental 
concerns.

The W etlands, M igratory Birds, & Ecotourism  W orkshop w as organized by the 
Institute for W etland S cience and Public P o licy  o f  the A ssociation  o f  State W etland  
M anagers (A SW M ). This workshop w as the continuation o f  a series o f  m eetings that 
began  in  1989 in  the Yucatan. The m ost remarkable aspect o f  this w orkshop w as its 
scope -  a m ore am bitious agenda is hard to im agine.

W hile the ranks o f  birders, w etland managers, and ecotourism  experts increase, 
lo ss  o f  w etlands and m igratory bird habitats continues at an alarming rate. This 
conference w as designed  to connect these groups, fostering mutual support. The goals 
o f  the m eeting w ere to help protect and restore m igratory birds and w etland habitat, to 
build netw orks, to exchange how -to information, to facilitate on-the-ground projects, 
and to provide a context for follow -up  on  pressing item s, such as the G u lf o f  M aine 
initiative.

O n T uesday in  New buryport the conference featured an im passioned and 
persuasive lecture by Ted Eubanks, President o f  Fermata, Inc. (w w w .ferm atainc.com ). 
Fermata has b een  at the forefront o f  efforts to develop  rational, econom ically-viab le  
conservation  initiatives, such as The Great Texas C oastal Birding Trail. O f critical 
im portance, according to Ted, is the developm ent o f  local initiative and support for an 
ecotourism /conservation  effort. A bsent such an agreem ent, projects are doom ed to 
failure. W ith agreem ent, and careful planning and developm ent, both nature and the 
local econ om y can prosper.

B ill G ette, from  the M assachusetts A udubon S ocie ty ’s Joppa Flats Education  
Center, continued the program  w ith a d iscussion  o f  ecotourists, using an 
encom passing b ig-tent approach. Like Ted, he em phasized the econom ic benefits o f  
ecotourism . In contrast, L isa M ead, M ayor o f  Newburyport, M A , focused  on the costs 
o f  conservation  and ecotourism , in  terms o f  increased traffic, infrastmcture dem ands, 
lo ss  o f  tax base, and friction w ith local residents. Her lack o f  data on econom ic  
benefits points to a n eed  for better cost-benefit analyses and better outreach from  
conservation organizations. Indeed, the need  to engage the local populace, and the 
n ecessity  for popular support for conservation initiatives w as echoed  by  m any  
speakers during the w orkshop.

One o f  the m ore engaging speakers o f  the first day w as A nne G alli from  the 
H ackensack M eadow lands D evelopm ent C om m ission. She addressed techniques for
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engaging students, teachers, and the com m unity in  w etlands conservation using the 
exam ple o f  the h ighly  successfu l M eadow lands restoration project in  northern N ew  
Jersey, as w ell as The W etlands Institute in Stone Harbor.

Jim  Corven from  M anom et Center for C onservation S ciences described the 
im portance and scope o f  the Western H em isphere Shorebird R eserve N etw ork  
(W H SR N ). W H SR N  is an organization that facilitates and coordinates the designation  
o f  critical sites used  by shorebirds, collaborative and cooperative interactions betw een  
sites, and outreach and inform ational efforts.

The first day o f  the workshop finished w ith a continuation o f  the address by Ted 
Eubanks, detailing the benefits o f  ecotourism  to the local econom y.

D ay tw o w as convened  at Castle H ill in  Ipsw ich, M A , and started w ith a 
presentation on the nuts-and-bolts o f  w etland site design  by Jon K usler from  A SW M . 
Jon, one o f  the organizers o f  the m eeting, spoke about the design  o f  the 
visitor/w etland interface, including the layout o f  boardwalks, the location  o f  parking 
lots, and the im portance o f  toilet facilities.

F ollow ing  Jon’s address, tw o concurrent sessions addressed “B uild ing  
C om m unity Partnerships” and “Build ing International Birding, W etlands, & Shorebird 
N etw orks.” In the latter session , W ayne Petersen described the Important Bird Areas 
Program (IB A ) as it relates to M assachusetts, and its importance for bird 
conservation. Other speakers d iscussed  ecotourism  in  Cuba, the im portance o f  respect 
for indigenous peoples in M exico , and the LakeN et/M onitor International 
coordination o f  lake conservation initiatives.

The next session  included presentations on  a private, for-profit, ecotourism  
reserve in the Yucatan; on  the W est Indian W histling-D uck/W etlands C onservation  
project in the Caribbean; and on a variety o f  case histories o f  w etland/ecotourism  
paradigms. Finally, the workshop concluded w ith an open d iscussion  about h ow  to 
develop  a wetland, m igratory bird, and ecotourism  plan.

So, were the am bitious goals o f  this workshop m et? Perhaps they w ere, in  part. 
U ndoubtedly all o f  the participants cam e aw ay from this m eeting w ith  a m ore 
com prehensive understanding o f  the b lessings and curses, and the econom ic benefits  
and costs o f  ecotourism  as a m eans to engage local com m im ities and tourists in  the 
preservation o f  w etlands and m igratory birds. The question-and-answ er breaks after 
presentations were arguably m ore significant than the lectures, w ith participants 
com m enting on  sources o f  information, w ebsites, paradigms, and pitfalls. O n the other 
hand, the lack o f  involvem ent o f  the business com m unity and citizenry o f  
N ew buryport is indicative perhaps o f  the tension betw een ecotourism , conservation, 
and com m unity values and priorities. The fact that the m ayor o f  New buryport, a city  
that is h ighly dependent on  tourist incom e, could  not enumerate the benefits o f  
ecotourism  says quite a bit about the current state o f  ecotourism  aw areness in  
M assachusetts. ^

David M. Larson is the Production Editor for Bird Observer, a veteran meeting 
attendee, and a rookie journalist. He attended the meeting as a guest of the ASWM.
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