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Development of the Ramsar wetland typology (also referred to as a classification) was described 

by Scott & Jones (1995). It was formulated by Scott (1989) as part of an initiative to describe the 

features of Ramsar sites (wetlands of internationally importance).



The Ramsar wetland typology was adopted by the Convention in 

1990 along with an information sheet for describing Ramsar sites 

(that has since been adjusted further and placed online).

Based on the Classification of Wetlands and Deepwater Habitats of 

the United States (Cowardin et al. 1979) and aligned with the 

Convention’s definition of wetlands (as included in the text of the 

Convention agreed in 1972), namely 

“... wetlands are areas of marsh, fen, peatland or water, whether 

natural of artificial, permanent or temporary, with water that is 

static or flowing, fresh, brackish or salt, including areas of marine 

water the depth of which at low tide does not exceed 6 m.”

The Ramsar wetland typology



Given the breadth of the Ramsar definition of wetlands the typology covers a wide 

range of wetland types. 

The definition was broad to embrace all “wetland” habitats of migratory water 

birds given the emphasis on these in drafting the text of the Convention.  

It includes marine water less than 6 m deep at low tide, which, in northern 

latitudes, are important wintering habitats for loons (divers), grebes, sea ducks. A 

large part of the world’s coral reefs and seagrass meadows qualify as wetlands. 

It includes artificial wetlands, e.g. reservoirs, seasonally flooded agricultural land, 

important habitats for ducks, geese, cranes, and shorebirds. 

A number of wetland types have been added, e.g. karst wetlands and caves. A 

proposal to include glaciers was not accepted.

The Ramsar wetland typology – based on the Ramsar 

definition of wetlands



The Ramsar typology includes three broad groups of wetlands:

marine and coastal (12 categories); 

inland (20 categories); 

human-made (10 categories). 

Within each broad group, there are a number of types that are used in the 

Ramsar Information Sheet when describing Ramsar sites; representing 

the purpose of the typology as a broad framework to assist in the 

identification of the main wetland habitats represented at each Ramsar 

site.

Within each group, a number of wetland types have been determined on 

the basis of: settings (e.g. palustrine or riverine); 

water permanence (e.g. permanent, seasonal or intermittent); 

soils, substrates; vegetation. 

The Ramsar wetland typology – three 

broad groups of wetlands



Semeniuk & Semeniuk (1997) reviewed the Inland Wetland part of 

the typology and noted that mixed criteria were used to separate the 

wetland types, and that not all inland wetlands had been 

unambiguously addressed. 

For instance, there was repetition of types named as “marshes” and 

some types were ill-defined and encompassed a number of types (e.g. 

Alpine/tundra wetlands encompass bogs, meadows, and other mires). 

The mixed criteria included some that were generic (e.g. geothermal); 

some were climatic, physiographic, or vegetational; and others were 

vegetative in conjunction with hydroperiod and soil types (e.g. various 

swamps and marshes). 

Despite the inconsistencies, it seems that the typology has served the 

purpose it was designed for – to provide a simple listing of the wetland 

types that were considered by the Convention.  

The Ramsar wetland typology 

– reviewed



The Ramsar wetland typology – marine/coastal, inland, human-made

Uses general descriptors – not specific 

named types

Codes used in RIS – not systematic



XX

Much of the above information 

provided comes from this paper 

and the references therein



While the prime purpose of the Ramsar typology was to list the 

wetland types in Ramsar sites it did not previously include data 

on the area of the individual wetland types. 

The current National Reporting requests information on the 

area of “marine/coastal”, “inland” and “human-made” 

wetlands to report on SDG 6, Indicator 6.6.1, for which the 

Convention is a co-custodian. Does not ask for area of the 

individual wetland types.

Many wetland inventories and assessments have used different 

wetland classifications in line with their national definitions etc, 

or in response to the availability of information on individual 

wetland types.

Examples include:

- The Convention’s Global Wetland Outlook

- Global Lakes & Wetlands Database version 2
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GLWD contains 33 classes 

derived from available data 

sources for producing a 

global map. 

The wetland classes have 

been compared (cross 

walked) with the US 

national classification, the 

Ramsar typology, the 

Ramsar GWO typology, 

and Global Ecosystem 

Typology

Crosswalking of wetland 

classifications





Crosswalk 

between

wetland types  

in GLWDv2 

and in Ramsar 

Global 

Wetland 

Outlook 2018



Area data 

availability for 

individual 

Ramsar wetland 

types

Part 1

Davidson et al 2023. 

Ramsar Wetlands. 

https://doi.org/10.101

6/B978-0-12-817803-

4.00006-1



Part 2

Davidson & Finlayson

(2018, 2019) identified  

sources for 15 (68%) of 

the 22 wetland classes 

in the simplified 

Ramsar typology used 

in Ramsar Global 

Wetland Outlook 2018. 

Some information 

available for most 

inland wetland classes; 

gaps for natural 

marine/coastal systems. 

Little or no 

information on many 

human-made wetland 

classes.
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Questions?

Summary 

• The Ramsar wetland typology was developed to describe the 

features of Ramsar sites. It contains three groups of wetlands: 

marine & coastal (12 wetland types); inland (20 types); and human-

made (10 types). The differentiation between the wetland types is not 

fully systematic. 

• Many inventories have used different classifications based on  

national definitions, or due to the availability of information on 

individual types. This includes the Convention’s Global Wetland 

Outlook, and the Global Lakes & Wetlands Database (with map).

• The wetland classes in the Ramsar typology have been compared 

(crosswalked) with the US classification, the Ramsar GWO typology, 

and Global Ecosystem Typology.

• For many wetland types in the Ramsar classification area data is not 

available
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