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Abstract 

 

Introduction 
Within the Strategic Framework and guidelines for the future development of the List of Wetlands of 
International Importance (Resolution VII.11) peat-based wetlands have been noted by Ramsar’s Parties 
as an under-represented wetland type, with additional guidance for their designation as Ramsar sites 
adopted by COP8 (Resolution VIII.11). Action 6.2.3 of the Convention’s Strategic Plan 1997-2002, 
indicated that Contracting Parties should give priority to the designation of new Ramsar sites which 
include wetland types currently under-represented on the Ramsar List, and in particular, where 
appropriate, designate sites that include peatlands.  
 
Peatlands were recognized through the Global Review of Wetland Resources and Priorities for Wetland 
Inventory report to COP7 as being amongst the wetland ecosystems that are most vulnerable and 
threatened by habitat loss and degradation and thus in need of urgent priority action to ensure their 
conservation and wise use. Peatlands, according to the current Ramsar wetland classification 
(Recommendation 4.7; Resolutions VI.5 and VII.11, Handbook 7) are found in several categories of 
wetland habitats in marine/coastal, inland and human-made wetlands.  Identifying peatland hot spots 
and undertake a gap analysis is listed as a priority in the Guidelines for Global Action on Peatlands 
(GAP) attached to Resolution VIII.17, also asking for a specific implementation plan. 
 

Relevance of existing network 

Taking into account the statements and recommendations cited above and the vision for the Ramsar 
List, I analyse the relevance of the existing Ramsar sites network for peatlands from the following 
angles: 

• relevance of the Ramsar criteria for designation; 
• the status of the ecological character and its monitoring; 
• contribution to the GAP implementation plan (analyses of gaps and identification of hot 

spots); 
• contribution to the implementation of the obligations of other conventions. 

 

Criteria 

The criteria applicable for Ramsar site designation in relevance to peatlands are defined in Resolutions 
VII.11, VIII.11, Handbook 7, and VIII.17, Handbook 14. The applicability of those criteria varies 
significantly, depending both on the biogeographical and economical regions of Europe. 
 



For example, in the heavily transformed developed regions of western Europe the criterium of the 
“uniqueness” would be the key one. Due to the high awareness of wetland conservation in western 
Europe, such remaining sites are not threatened to a large extend, and Ramsar Criterion 1 is the main 
one to be applied. For the Mediterranean and Caucasus regions, the critical issue would be hydrology 
and poverty alleviation, reflected by Criterion 2. In the northeastern European part of Russia peatlands 
are regular habitats, supporting large populations of waterbirds and other organisms – thus, criteria of 
group B would be most relevant. In spite of the clear recommendations in the Handbook, there are no 
cases yet of applying the carbon sequestration capacity of a given peatland as a criterion for its 
designation. However, preliminary analyses demonstrate the relevance of this criterion for the 
designation of peatland sites in more than half of all cases where they have already been designated as 
Ramsar sites. 
.  

Ecological character and monitoring 

 
The point is tightly connected to the designation criteria. Where the criteria are not defined adequately, 
establishing a system of monitoring remains difficult. But even in cases where a criterion positions a 
given site clearly in a European-wide network, site management does not necessarily assure the 
maintenance of the relevant wetland functiosn. No evaluation of specific ecological character features 
that affect natural peatland functions exists yet – especially concerning peatland hydrology and carbon 
storage. Furthermore, a large knowledge on indicative capacities of peatlands to harbour specific 
biodiversity features exists that has not yet been included in Ramsar guidelines. 
 

Contribution to the implementation of the GAP 

 
Inclusion of site management practices as a contribution to the implementation of the GAP, should 
depend on positive answers to the following questions: was that site designated specially as a peatland, 
is it managed specially for peatland conservation, is it used for the implementation of the “wise use of 
peatlands” concept, and are special peatland-related CEPA activities been carried out? A specific 
analysis demonstrated that there are very few sites that fit those demands. We defined for each 
European country (where information was available) if sites containing peatlands are: actively managed, 
passively managed, or not managed at all as a peatland (not designated as a special peatland site). The 
leading countries implementing special management activities for peatland Ramsar sites, including 
restoration activities, are Austria, the United Kingdom, Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. Nordic 
countries have national strategies focusing on peatlands, reflected in the structure of their national 
Ramsar networks. Hot spots for urgent action on peatland designation as Ramsar sites and for site 
management are the highlands of the semiarid and arid areas in the Caucasus, the Mediterranean,  and 
the Pyrenees. 
 

Input to other conventions and complementary environment treaties 

 
Peatlands play a special role in conserving global biodiversity because they are the refugia of some of 
the rarest and most unusual species of wetland-dependent flora and fauna. The Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD)-Ramsar Joint Work Plan provides the opportunity to highlight the global 
contribution of peatlands to biodiversity. The analysis of Ramsar site information sheets (RIS) 
demonstrated that managers are mainly aware of the conservation needs of specific peatland-related 
species: In 90 per cent of the RIS covering peatlands, listed species are mentioned as rare or 
endangered. Even more critical is the conservation of biodiversity at ecosystem level, because the 
Ramsar sites network is not yet sufficient to provide the necessary conservation of peatlands diversity. 
  



A significant contribution to peatland conservation is provided by the EU initiative to establish a 
Natura 2000 network of protected areas. A next necessary step is to integrate peatlands to a larger 
extend into River Basin Initiative. 
 
The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), due to the latest Ramsar 
initiatives (Resolution VIII.3) and special projects, designated peatlands as a significant ecosystem to be 
considered when evaluating the land use practices in the light of green house gases (GHG) emission 
limitations. A next step would be to approve the mitigating functions of peatlands and their high value 
for the development of adaptive strategies. If the two conventions could mutually address specific 
peatland roles in the ongoing climate change processes, this would have significant benefits for large 
parts of the workld in the future. 
 
The United Nation Convention on Combating Desertification (UNCCD) is not yet aware of the role of 
peatlands to  mitigate or prevent desertification when managed properly. The coordination of mutual 
positions of both conventions on this matter would provide good opportunities in the future. 

 

Actions 

Specific and urgent actions for Europe to contribute to the implementation of the GAP in the nearest 
future should be: 

- to improve and endorse the guidelines for peatland designation under Ramsar; 
- to develop and endorse the Guidance for a Peatlands Inventory in Europe; 
- to carry out peatland inventories in white spots and hot spot areas of Europe: the Caucasus, 

Mediterranean highlands, Pyrenees, Atlantic coastal areas, Mediterranean waters, and along the 
Black and Caspian Seas; 

- to introduce special management activities in Ramsar sites containing peatlands, including 
restoration, socio-economic and catchment management integration; 

- to develop appropriate peatland management guidelines; and 
- to cooperate at international level within wider frameworks of other conventions and 

complementary environment treaties. 
 
 

 
 


