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Abstract:  The policies that define the use and management of wetlands in Spain have 

undergone tremendous changes in recent decades. During the period of 1950ï1980, 

Land Reform Plans promoted filling and draining of these areas for agricultural use. In 1986, 

with the incorporation of Spain to the European Union (EU), there was a sudden change 

of direction in these policies, which, thereafter, pursued restoring and protecting these 

ecosystems. This change, combined with increasing urban development and infrastructure 

pressures (e.g., roads, golf courses, etc.), creates a conflict of uses which complicates the 

management of these ecosystems by local governments. This study analyzes the 

effectiveness of policies and management tools of important coastal wetlands at the 

local scale in the Valencian Community (Western Mediterranean Sea) using a 

strengths-weaknesses-opportunities-threats (SWOT) methodology. A supra-municipal 

model of environmental planning is proposed to enable consistent management at a 

regional scale. This model enhances local governmentôs effectiveness and it can be applied 

in other areas with similar problems. 
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1. Introduction  

In the current state of scientific knowledge, the great value of wetlands is undeniable, both for their 

functions and for the services they can provide [1]. However, even today, the management of these 

areas is largely influenced by social pressures regardless of their ecological value and their role in the 

hydrological cycle [2]. A wide range of pressures affect these ecosystems and alter the quality and 

quantity of water, such as: groundwater abstraction for irrigation and urban water supply, drainage of 

agricultural land, runoff from farming (e.g., pesticides and fertilizers), or wastewater discharge [3,4]. 

The vast majority of recent scientific publications agree on the need for coordination between the 

various authorities responsible for the protection and management of these ecosystems at different levels 

(national, regional and local) in the context of national policies [5]. Wetland policies and management 

frameworks are difficult to implement and they are failing to stop the destruction of wetlands and their 

conversion to other land uses, in both developed and developing countries [6], especially in areas with 

increased competition with other land uses, such as coastal areas [2]. Local governments tend to 

support the realignment of boundaries to facilitate economic development when there is a conflict 

between conservation and infrastructure projects [7]. 

This problem is partially due to the rapid policy evolution in recent decades. The author of [8] 

describes three eras of development of the coastal wetland policy in developed countries: the era of 

wetland exploitation, the era of policy transition and the era of wetland conservation. There has been a 

major change in policy priorities in a short period of time: from drainage and conversion of wetlands 

for agriculture to a ban on filling and an attempt to preserve these areas for environmental 

purposes [2,3,8]. In the last decade, we have moved to a fourth era [9,10]. Nowadays, we aim to 

manage wetlands to meet a wide range of interacting environmental, social and economic objectives. 

According to [10], ñthe design of multi-objective water and wetland policies needs to build synergies 

between different levels of policy making and different categories of stakeholders who may be 

interested in different kinds of ecosystem servicesò. 

The variety of users and uses potentially conflicting and private land ownership are additional 

factors that hinder the implementation and effectiveness of these policies on wetlands [5,10,11]. 

Private land ownership is common in many countries, such as Spain [5], New Zealand [2], or China [7], 

although, increasingly, land is being acquired by local authorities and NGOs, as observed in the UK [3]. 

Both cases require the involvement of local communities in designing conservation policies and even 

in the management of these ecosystems. In order to avoid non-effective management tools, 

reference [11] recommended their simplification to a level where they can be understood and used by 

managers and stakeholders. In addition, the recent devolution of management responsibility to local 

governments with no effective changes in the balance of power in decision making causes that wetland 

stakeholders see the impacts of catchment development as outside their sphere of influence and hence as 

inevitable [11]. Local governments should care for the needs of local residents, strive to gain their 

support and help them to use land resources appropriately [7]. At present, the involvement of local 

people is rather limited and therefore conservation policies do not find their support [7]. In their 

analysis of national wetland policies, reference [6] pointed out that the weakest cultural connections as 

an impetus for wetland protection are found in the policies of countries, such as Spain, Canada, the 

United States, and France. 
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This study applies a strengths-weaknesses-opportunities-threats (SWOT) analysis to analyze the 

effectiveness of local governments in the management of two important coastal wetlands of the 

Spanish Mediterranean coast: Pego-Oliva Wetland and La Safor Wetland (Figure 1), considering the 

current plans and regulations. The objective of this study is to identify the best strategy to manage 

these spaces effectively at local and regional level. This strategy could be applicable to other wetlands. 

Figure 1. Pego-Oliva Wetland and La Safor Wetland location on the Spanish Mediterranean 

coast. All coastal wetlands of the Iberian Peninsula are represented. 
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2. Study Area: La Safor Wetland and Pego-Oliva Wetland 

Mediterranean wetlands are habitats identified for priority protection by the European Union (EU) [11]. 

These ecosystems are prototypes of coastal wetlands where urban and agricultural pressure compete 

directly with environmental water uses. La Safor Wetland and Pego-Oliva Wetland (Figure 1) are clear 

examples of conflict between groundwater abstraction and wetland conservation [12,13]. This conflict 

is common on the Mediterranean coast with similar cases in Spain, Italy, Tunisia, Morocco, Croatia, Egypt, 

and Greece, among others [12,13]. The high degree of human impact on these ecosystems is one of the 

factors hindering the implementation of plans for sustainable use and management [12]. The author of [14] 

grouped, into four blocks, the difficulties faced by wetlands: altered hydroperiod, impaired water quality, 

land use changes, and difficulty of use and management. 

The selection of a local case study was governed by the consideration that it is locally where the 

effectiveness problems of wetlands policies are best identified [15]. In the studies of coastal wetlands 

on the Spanish Mediterranean coast [12], the authors pointed out the need for wetland integral 

management of all the policies involved: environmental, agricultural, urban planning, water, etc. 

Although there is a legal framework that a priori can be considered sufficient, its practical 

effectiveness is debatable. 

The Xeresa City Council commissioned a group of experts to develop a ñSpecial Planò for regulating 

land uses in Xeresa Wetland (La Safor Wetland), to overcome daily municipal management problems. 

As this ñSpecial Planò proved to be insufficient, another strategy was needed. In this study, we 

compare La Safor Wetland with Pego-Oliva Wetland to analyze the effectiveness of local authoritiesô 

daily management in two coastal wetlands with similar evolution but different protection figures. 

This comparison allows us to: (1) analyze the effectiveness of different protection figures; (2) analyze the 

influence of municipal policies; and (3) determine the best strategy for wetland planning and management 

regardless of the particular circumstances of each ecosystem. 

2.1. Pego-Oliva Wetland 

Pego-Oliva Wetland is located in the Western Mediterranean, on the Spanish coast, on the boundary 

between the provinces of Valencia and Alicante (Figure 1), and belongs to two municipalities 

(Pego and Oliva) (Figure 2 and Table 1). In [13], there is a detailed description of the complexity of 

this ecosystem. This wetland is located on a coastal plain, set on a detrital aquifer, which is separated 

from the sea by a sand bar nine kilometers long, and has water depths of several feet deep. 

Groundwater upwelling creates water ponds, known as ñullalsò, in the wetland environment. The Bullent 

River and the Racons River are the wetland boundaries to the north and south, respectively. These rivers 

have a continuous flow regime and are fed by groundwater discharges from near karstic aquifers. 

This system has a total dependence on groundwater resources. These rivers are the natural drainage 

of the wetland to the sea, although water is also drained by pumping depending on the rice crop needs. 

In natural regime, estimated flow into the wetland is 54 hm
3
/year. 
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Figure 2. Infrastructures and land uses and in the study area. 

 


