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What are wetlands anyway? 

• Broad definition: land areas that are flooded with water, either 
seasonally or permanently 

• Inland wetland types: 
o Marshes, ponds, lakes, fens, rivers, flood plains and swamps 

• Coastal wetland types: 
o Mangroves, saltwater marshes, estuaries, lagoons – even coral reefs 

• Man-made wetlands include fish ponds, saltpans, rice paddies  
• Range in size from less than one hectare to the Pantanal in Brazil, 

Bolivia, and Paraguay; three times the size of Ireland 
 



Wetlands provide fresh water for us all 

• Less than 3% of the world‘s water is fresh – the rest is saltwater 
o Most of this is frozen 
o Of the available freshwater, the largest share can be found in aquifers 

• At a very basic level, humans require 20-50 litres of water per day 
o Minimum for drinking, cooking and cleaning needs, but 1.1 Billion lack that 

• Almost two billion people in Asia and 380 million EU residents depend 
on groundwater for their water supply 

• Wetlands help purify and replenish the surface water and sub-surface 
aquifers humanity depends on 
 



Wetlands purify water and filter waste 

• Plants from wetlands can help lessen water pollution 
o Absorb some harmful fertilizers and pesticides 
o Retain some heavy metals and toxins from industry 

• Example: Nakivubo Swamp (Kampala, Uganda)  
o Filters sewage and industrial effluents for free 
o Treatment plant would cost $2 million per year 

• Interesting fact: one single adult oyster in a tidal flat can filter nearly 
200 litres of water per day 
o Removes sediments and chemical contaminants from coastal waters 

 



Wetlands feed humanity 

• Rice, grown in wetland paddies, is the staple diet of nearly three billion 
people 
o 20% of the world’s nutritional intake 

• Average human consumes 19kg of fish each year 
o Much higher per capita consumption  in Asia 

• Two-thirds of all commercial fish types depend on coastal wetlands at 
some point in their lives 
o Breeding and spawning grounds  
o Mangroves and estuaries especially important 

• 70% of water we collect from wetlands is used for irrigation of crops 
 



Wetlands are bursting with biodiversity 

• Home to more than 100,000 known freshwater species alone 
o 257 new species of freshwater fish were discovered in the Amazon between 1999-2009 

• Individual wetlands often hold ‘endemic species’ 
o Lake Baikal in Russia or the Rift Valley lakes of East Africa have many 

• Essential for many amphibians and reptiles, as well as for bird breeding and 
migration  

• Coral reefs are one of the ecosystems with the highest level of biodiversity, and, 
even though they cover only 0.2% of the world’s oceans, they contain about 
25% of marine species 

• There are 5900 Dragonfly species that only live in wetlands and the fastest flies 
at nearly 60 miles per hour  
 
 
 



Wetlands fight climate change 

• Peatlands alone cover an estimated 3% of the world’s land area, but 
they hold 30% of all carbon stored on land 
o Twice the amount stored in all the world’s forests!  

• In the face of rising sea levels, coastal wetlands reduce the impact of 
typhoons and tsunamis 
o Saltmarshes, mangroves act as buffers; their roots bind shoreline and resist erosion 
o Coastal wetlands increase resilience to the impacts of climate change 

• Wet grasslands and peatlands act as natural sponges 
o Absorb rainfall, create wide surface pools, ease flooding in river basins 
o Same storage capacity safeguards against drought 

 



Wetlands provide sustainable  
products, services  and livelihoods 

• 61.8 million people earn their living directly from fishing and 
aquaculture 
o If we include their families, more than 660 million people are dependent 

on fisheries and fishing for survival 

• Sustainably managed wetlands provide:  
o Timber for building 
o Vegetable oil 
o Medicinal plants 
o Stems and leaves for weaving  
o Fodder for animals 

 



A future without wetlands? 

• 64 % of the world’s wetlands have 
disappeared since 1900 
o Higher in some regions, esp. Asia 

• WWF Living Planet Index: 
o freshwater species populations declined 

by 76% between 1970 and 2010 

• Wetland Extent Index 
o Sampling of 1000+ wetland sites globally 

between 1970 and 2008 
o Average loss in site area: 40% 

 



Reasons for wetland loss & degradation 

• Major changes in land use, specifically increases in: 
o Agriculture  
o Grazing animals 
o Other harvesting such as logging 

• Water diversion through dams, dikes and canalization 
• Infrastructure development, particularly in river valleys and coastal 

areas 
• Air and water pollution and excess nutrients 
• Wetlands of International Importance (Ramsar Sites) also affected 

o An estimated 700 Ramsar Sites have high risks of  serious degradation 



How can the trend be reversed? 

• Make policies that consider real lasting value of wetlands 
carefully 
o Understanding of ecosystem services  and benefits that wetlands provide 
o Integrate wetlands into land use planning 

• Use all remaining wetland sites wisely 
o Meet human needs while sustaining biodiversity and other wetland 

services 

• Restore wetlands that have been degraded or lost 
• Develop financing sources for wetlands conservation 
• Educate others about the benefits of wetlands 

 



The Ramsar Convention  

• Intergovernmental treaty on wetlands 
o Provides the framework for the conservation and wise use 
o 168 Parties (member countries) 
o First modern global environmental agreement  
o Named after Ramsar in Iran, where the Convention was adopted in 1971 

• Members commit to:  
o Wise use of all their wetlands 
o Designate suitable wetlands for the list of Wetlands of International 

Importance (the “Ramsar List”)  
o Cooperate internationally; eg on transboundary wetland systems and shared 

migratory species 

 



Overall Vision for Fourth Strategic Plan 

 
Slow, stop and reverse the trend 
in wetlands loss and degradation. 



Proposed Goals for Fourth Strategic Plan 

1. Addressing the drivers of wetland loss and degradation 

2.  Effective conservation and management of the Ramsar 

Sites network 

3. Wise use of all wetlands through partnerships 

4. Raised awareness and involvement in wetlands 
 

 



A Response:  
Global Partnership for Wetlands Restoration 

• Launching Partnership at next Ramsar Conference of Parties in      
Punte del Este, Uruguay in June 2015 
o 168 national governments and many other related stakeholders 

• Inspired by positive examples in the drive to reverse the loss in forests: 
o Bonn Challenge 
o Private sector “zero deforestation” supply chain  commitments 
o UNFCCC-designed framework for mobilising finance and actions 

• One key difference in this situation: there is a Convention on Wetlands! 
o Duty to provide a central focal point that forests did not have 

 



WE CANNOT DO IT ALONE 

 Our mission commits us to achieve global goals for humanity 
 The world needs wise use of all wetlands to survive and grow 
 Parties and Partners work hard to make the Convention successful 
 But the mission of the Convention is far larger and needs far more 

partners, more commitments and more awareness 
 We depend on wetlands for our development and so we need to  

engage others that are driving to achieve sustainable development 
into our mission (cf Aichi Targets for Biodiversity) 

 



Questions? 



Thank you! 

Dr.  Christopher Briggs 
Secretary General of the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 
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