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Why a ‘Convention on Wetlands’? 
• The Ramsar Convention was developed 

in the 1960s because of concerns over 
destruction of wetlands and its impact 
on both people and nature 

• Opened for signature in the city of 
Ramsar, I.R. Iran on 2 February 1971 

• First of the modern global 
intergovernmental environmental 
agreements: now 168 Contracting 
Parties (member governments) 

• all types of wetlands, from the 
mountains to the sea: inland, 
coastal/marine and human-made 

USSR     A. FIROUZ (chair)  S-AFRICA M.F.MÖRZER BRUIJNS   G.MATTHEWS E. CARP  

P
h
o

to
E

. 
K

u
ijk

e
n

USSR     A. FIROUZ (chair)  S-AFRICA M.F.MÖRZER BRUIJNS   G.MATTHEWS E. CARP  

P
h
o

to
E

. 
K

u
ijk

e
n



12/12/2013 

4 

1971: The Ramsar Convention’s text 

 • Inspirational and far-sighted ... 

• Scope: wetlands & water; 
ecosystems & people 

• Recognised: 

– “fundamental ecological functions of 
wetlands as regulators of water 
regimes and as habitats” 

– “resource of great economic, cultural, 
scientific, and recreational value, the 
loss of which would be irreparable”  

• “Goal”: “stem* the progressive 
encroachment on and loss of 
wetlands now and in the future” 

*  to “restrain or stop” 
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1971: The Convention’s text 

Three ‘pillars’ of implementation: 

1. “wise use” (=sustainable use) of all wetlands 

2. Designation & management of Wetlands of 
International Importance (Ramsar Sites) to 
maintain their ecological character 

3. International cooperation 

 
 

Photo: E. Kuijken 
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Wise use of wetlands is ... 

• the maintenance of their ecological character, 

•  achieved through the implementation of 
ecosystem approaches,  

• within the context of sustainable development 



12/12/2013 

7 

Where are the world’s wetlands? 
• At least 13 Million hectares of coastal and inland 

wetlands worldwide - but an underestimate ... 
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MA (2005): importance of multiple benefits from 
different wetlands 

Mangroves – major importance: 
– Food: fisheries, fish nursery areas 

– Timber: fuelwood 

– Climate regulation – carbon storage 

– Pollution control 

– Storm protection 

– Biodiversity 

Lakes – major importance: 
– Food: fish, wild game 

– Storage & provision of freshwater 

– Climate regulation 

– Water storage; groundwater recharge 

– Flood control 

– Spiritual & recreational 
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Natural wetlands deliver high diversity & importance of 
benefits/services 

Derived from MA (2005) 
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The economic values of wetlands 

• Are very high compared with other systems 

• Will be explained in the next presentation 

– by Patrick ten Brink 
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So, have we been maintaining our wetlands?  
• Given their major range of benefits and big 

values to people and nature? 

• Not enough ... 

• Historically, we have drained and converted 
probably about 50% of the original wetland 
resource, and 

• In the 20th century, possibly as much as >80% 
of wetlands remaining in 1900 
– And at much faster average rates than historically: 

4x for inland wetlands; >8x for coastal wetlands 

• Wetland loss is continuing in the 21st century 
... 
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Long-term average wetland loss rates: 
wetland types 

• Both inland and 
coastal wetlands 

• Inland faster net loss 
than coastal 

• Peak rates of net loss 
from the mid-20th 
century 

• Globally slower since 
then 
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Long-term average wetland loss rates: 
regional differences 

• Europe: very high 
1950-1975; slower 
since 

• North America: 
slower, and reducing 

• Asia: high and 
continuing 
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Long-term rates of wetland change: UK/USA/E Asia 
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• Not yet globally achieved the Ramsar 
Convention’s 1971 ‘goal’ of stemming loss and 
degradation of wetlands 

– Despite the many wise use decisions, actions and 
successes worldwide 

• Drivers of wetland loss and conversion continue: 

– Economic growth and meeting the needs of an 
increasing human population 

– Directly: wetland conversion to other land-uses e.g. 
croplands, urban and industrial 

– Indirectly: e.g. upstream water diversions and 
abstractions 
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• Need to get better recognition 
nationally, regionally and 
locally of: 

– the full range and value of 
socio-economic benefits 
from wetlands 

• To support decision-makers in 
difficult decisions on trade-
offs and implications of 
wetland land use and 
conversion 
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Supports implementing Ramsar commitments 

• 2012 (Ramsar COP12) 
governments adopted 
consolidated guidance on the 
‘triage’ of avoiding, mitigating 
and compensating for wetland 
losses 
– Reaffirms ‘avoiding’ the as the 

primary step in strategies for 
stemming the loss of wetlands 

– Provides step-wise guidance for 
decision-makers 

– criteria for applying avoidance, 
mitigation and compensation  

 
– http://www.ramsar.org/pdf/cop11/res/cop11-

res09-e.pdf  

http://www.ramsar.org/pdf/cop11/res/cop11-res09-e.pdf
http://www.ramsar.org/pdf/cop11/res/cop11-res09-e.pdf
http://www.ramsar.org/pdf/cop11/res/cop11-res09-e.pdf
http://www.ramsar.org/pdf/cop11/res/cop11-res09-e.pdf
http://www.ramsar.org/pdf/cop11/res/cop11-res09-e.pdf
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Yellow Water, Kakadu National Park Ramsar Site, Australia 
Photo: Nick Davidson 
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Refined in Danone Fund for Nature (2009) report 
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TEEB water and wetlands (2013): value of wetlands 
Logarithmic scale: so each x-axis increment = 10-fold increase in value 
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TEEB: value of benefits from non-wetland biomes 
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We have under-valued our wetlands’ importance ... 
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