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Although science aims to eliminate bias, it can never be fully objec-

tive. Wildlife and conservation research are far from being exempt 

from this tendency. For example, flagship species often take prece-

dence over species that may be in more dire need of assistance. 

Factors such as species' role within ecosystems, their habitat 

range, degree of endangerment and taxonomic uniqueness do not 

stand much chance when competing against "charismatic" species 

receiving adulation from the public and funding agencies (Troudet 

et al. 2017, Tensen 2018). This is not to say that these emblematic 

species should not be recipients of conservation attention. How-

ever, considering the all-too limited funding pot available to conser-

vation projects, taking a system perspective rather than a species 

perspective, by considering flagship species as part of a larger whole

—i.e., at the ecosystem scale—is crucial, although unfortunately 

not often achieved (Ripple et al. 2016, Donaldson et al. 2017).

Currently, and in part due to this taxonomic bias, entire 

ecosystems are subject to wide discrepancies in research and 

funding attention, unrelated to their biodiversity richness or the 

ecosystem services they provide (Di Marco et al. 2017). Wetlands 

are a case in point. Covering an estimated 6% of terrestrial surface 

and occurring around the globe, these ecosystems are home to 

high concentrations of biodiversity and play a vital role for commu-

nities and society as a whole (Reis et al. 2017). Wetlands provide a 

wide variety of ecosystem services, falling under the umbrellas of 

regulating services (air and water quality, erosion, natural hazard 

mitigation), provisioning services (fish, crops, biomass), cultural ser-

vices (recreation, tourism), and supporting services (formation of 

soils) (Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 2018). However, a large pro-

portion of these ecosystems are under threat due to anthro-

pogenic activities (Dohong et al. 2017, Ricaurte et al. 2017, Sievers 

et al. 2018). The Ramsar Convention's Global Wetland Outlook 

(2018) report found that natural coastal and inland wetlands were 

declining at three times the rate of forests globally, with 35% having 

been lost since 1970.

In Madagascar, wetlands provide vital nutritional resources to 

its inhabitants, being the cultivation ground for rice, and supplying 

fish, raw materials such as reeds used for housing, crafts and tools, 

and medicinal plants to a large proportion of the population (Neu-

garten et al. 2016, Rakotoarivelo et al. 2020). This intense use has 

however put these ecosystems under enormous pressure, and has 

led to their widespread degradation. Pollution, over-extraction, and 

the introduction of alien species are just a few of the drivers behind 

their deterioration (Jones et al. 2016, Máiz-Tomé et al. 2018, Scales 

and Friess 2019).

Despite their growing vulnerability and biological and societal 

importance, wetlands have received little attention from research 

compared to other ecosystems. Looking at freshwater systems 

across Africa (Madagascar was not included), Darwall et al. (2011) 

found that a strong discrepancy between conservation attention 

and the threat and richness of species, as well as freshwater sys-

tems being underrepresented within protected area networks. In 

Madagascar, most conservation work over the past decades has 

focused on forest protection, with far less resources having gone 

towards wetlands (Bamford et al. 2017). The country's wetlands 

have been rapidly shrinking, for example in the highlands that have 

seen the disappearance of 60% of wetlands compared to 20% of 

forests since 1960 (Kull 2012, Bamford et al. 2017). In a study look-

ing at the dynamics of Madagascar's mangroves, Jones et al. (2016) 

found an overall net loss of 21% between 1990 and 2010. Searching 

Web of Science illustrates this research imbalance: while the key-

words (Forest AND Madagascar) returns 2228 hits, searching for 

((Wetland OR Lagoon OR Coral reef OR Delta OR Marsh* OR Man-

grove OR Swamp OR Bog) AND Madagascar) returns a meagre 438 

results (25 October 2019). One explanation for this large discrep-

ancy could be the taxonomic bias discussed above. Arguably, 

Madagascar's most well-known flagship species are lemurs (Thal-

mann 2006), which almost exclusively inhabit forests, and have 

helped attract conservation resources and the establishment of 

protected areas (Scales 2014, Waeber et al. 2016). An exception is 

the Alaotra gentle lemur (Hapalemur alaotrensis), the only lemur 

living exclusively in marshes and endemic to the disappearing wet-

lands of Lake Alaotra (Rendigs et al. 2015). This species has helped 

attract much research and conservation attention for the socio-

ecological system of the Alaotra region as a whole (Naudin et al. 

2015, Wallace et al. 2016, Waeber et al. 2019). Despite these efforts, 

the future of the species and the ecosystem they are part of looks 

bleak (Reibelt et al. 2019). Yet, these wetlands are in actual fact the 

lucky ones, having been able to attract funding and research inter-

est. The difficulties in curbing the degradation trend they are facing 

only makes the safeguard of wetlands not home to such flagship 

species seem more daunting.

Yet, considering the high stakes of wetland conservation and 

the fast pace of change they are experiencing, research surround-

ing these ecosystems is ever more crucial. The articles in this spe-

cial issue show us that many researchers are undertaking this 

challenging task. The studies cover a wide variety of Madagascar's 

wetlands, and take both ecological and social approaches, illustrat-

ing their diversity and significance for the country as a whole. I 

hope that this special issue will help shine a brighter light on these 

vital ecosystems, and contribute to their further understanding and 

protection. 
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