


 

 

 

 

Both the Global Rewilding Alliance (GRA) and the International Fund for Animal Welfare 

(IFAW) are global networks that have been collaborating over the past two years, 

particularly on advancing the role of wild animals in facilitating carbon capture in various 

ecosystems (a concept named “Animating the Carbon Cycle”). 

 

We have both applied to become Observers to the Convention, a status we hope will be 

approved at the outset of COP15. 

 

We look forward to the opportunity to contribute to the future work of the Convention and 

strengthen its outreach and influence. In this analysis, we offer initial suggestions on how 

the concept of rewilding could potentially enhance the effectiveness and impact of the 

conservation and restoration of inland and coastal wetlands falling under the jurisdiction of 

the Contracting Parties of the Convention. Our starting point is some key elements of the 

draft 5th Strategic Plan 2025-2034 (agenda #23.3) followed by comments and 

recommendations on the Progress Report on Wetland Restoration (agenda #14), and the 

future implementation of scientific and technical aspects of the Convention for 2025-2028 

under the Scientific and Technical Review Panel, STRP (agenda #23.10). 

 

A. 5th Strategic Plan 

 

Vision 

 

We welcome the aspirations of the vision. In view of the rapid deterioration of wetlands, 

restoration must become an increasingly important aspect of the work over the next nine-

year period, with a perspective of increasing the functionality of inland and coastal 

wetlands. 

 

Wise Use Concept 

 

The wise use of all wetlands is a fundamental concept “underpinning the work of the 

Convention on Wetlands”, with the “ecological character” as a central component “to stem 

the progressive encroachment on and loss of wetlands now and in the future”. Regarding 

the definition of “ecological character” – “the combination of the ecosystem components, 

processes and benefits/services that characterise the wetland at a given point in time” – we 

recommend recognising and including the fundamental role wild animals play in shaping 

inland and coastal wetlands, including their ecosystem services. 

 

This was demonstrated in the February 2025 report “Taking Animals into Account” compiled 

and launched by the GRA, with technical advice provided by individual members of the 

Strategic Scientific and Technical Review Panel (STRP). As expressed by David Stroud, 

Emeritus Senior Advisor Scientist, JNCC, UK: Honorary Patron of the AEWA (Agreement on 

the Conservation of the African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds), Warmington, UK & Chair of 

Ramsar, STRP, 2019-2021: 

 

“This report will be of significant value for those implementing the Ramsar Convention, 

summarising very many scientific studies that demonstrate the multiple ways in which large 

animal species not only depend on wetlands, but also contribute to the maintenance of 
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wetland ecological character through a wide range of different ecological roles and 

interactions”. 

 

Recommendation: Under wise use, refer to the critical importance of wild animals, like 

mammals, birds, fish, and reptiles and amphibians, as well as their contributions to the 

“ecological character” of wetlands. 

 

The outlook for Wetlands 

 

Fundamental importance for human well-being, a healthy planet, and economic prosperity 

(#8): As emphasised, “wetlands provide a wide range of regulating, provisioning and cultural 

ecosystem services”. It is important to recognise that “supporting ecosystem services” 

provide the foundation for all the three other ecosystem services: regulating, provisioning & 

cultural services. As noted in the “Taking Animals into Account” report, wild animals are 

providing the following supporting services: 

 

- Ecosystem engineering & habitat modification for other organisms, - 

Nutrient cycling & ecosystem productivity, - Sediment/soil formation, 

 

- Seed dispersal, 

- Mediating cross-ecosystem linkages, 

- Biodiversity enhancement, 

- Food webs & trophic cascading, 

- Water distribution & flow, 

- Ecosystem heterogeneity. 

 

Recommendation: Recognise the fundamental importance of “supporting ecosystem 

services”, with the possibility of referring to the nine services provided by wild animal 

species as examples. 

 

Relationship with the MEAs and global agendas 

 

Synergies with other MEAs (#17): The Convention on Wetlands provides a global, integrated 

framework, as the flow of water linking land with the oceans and addressing the 

management of wetlands by connecting the terrestrial and aquatic environments. 

 

In previous comments, the need for rebuilding the ecological functionality of wetlands 

through restoring populations of key animal species has been highlighted. This approach 

supports the global objective of creating “ecological integrity,” which is one of the founding 

principles (#7) of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit declaration on environment and development, 

to guide countries towards sustainable development. The concept of ecological integrity is 

also embedded in the CBD and the climate convention, UNFCCC. 

 

The species-oriented work of the Convention on Wetlands could benefit from collaborating 

with Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) and CITES. 
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Goal 1 

 

We welcome the aspiration to implement “effective restoration actions” to “reverse loss 

and degradation of wetlands”. Achieving this will require measurements to enhance both 

the quantity and quality of wetlands. As to the qualitative aspect, a functional perspective is 

essential. As highlighted in the report “Taking Animals into Account”, wild animals play a 

critical and undervalued role in the functions of wetlands, both inland and coastal. Evidence 

from India indicates that only a small proportion (less than 8%) of all the listed Ramsar Sites 

have near-intact megafauna assemblages. It is also essential to put the individual wetlands 

into a wider landscape perspective – “wetlandscapes” – not only in terms of hydrological 

aspects but also the critical role animals play in this wider geographical perspective, like 

migratory fish and birds. 

 

As Siobhan Fennessy, Philip and Sheila Jordan Professor of Environmental Studies and 

Professor of Biology, Kenyon College, Ohio, USA & Vice-Chair of Ramsar STRP 2022-2024 

responded to the “Taking Animals into Account” report: 

 

“Overall, the report is a compelling reminder of the need to consider ecosystem services in 

the context of the whole ecosystem including the full complement of species, the interactions 

of animals, and feedback loops, of which animal populations are important drivers. Given 

the alarming loss of large animals in many wetland types, this report is also valuable in 

thinking about restoration practices and planning to enhance/restore ecosystem services 

and biodiversity in restoration programs. I see real value here in setting restoration projects 

in the river basin and landscape context.” 

 

Target 1.1 should reflect both the critical ecosystem functions played by mammals, birds, 

fish, and other wild animals, as well as taking a wider landscape perspective when 

conserving and restoring wetlands. 

 

Target 1.2 we recommend including unsustainable fishing as a key driver of change, which 

dramatically and negatively influences the ecological functions of both inland and coastal 

wetlands. 

 

Target 1.3 must go beyond the loss of “threatened wetland-dependent species”. Time has 

come to introduce a functional perspective of wetland species. In most wetlands around the 

world, the return of key(stone) species would enhance the impacts of restoration efforts, 

which also will benefit the ecosystem services. 

 

Goal 2 

 

As previously mentioned, we welcome the reference to the concept of “ecological 

character” and wish to re-emphasise the importance of taking animals into account when 

considering ecosystem values, functions, and services. We also strongly endorse the 

principle that “The inclusive participation of all is enabled in decision-making”. 
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Target 2.1 should make an explicit reference to the critical importance of wild animals in 

enhancing wetland values, functions, and services of wetlands under #31. We also 

recommend that this be clearly reflected under the indicators. 

 

Target 2.2 to “ensure the ecological character of wetlands is maintained” will require the 

incorporation of the functional importance of wild animals under the “Ecosystem 

Approach”. This will require the development of solid “scientific methodologies”. 

 

Goal 3 

 

To effectively conserve and manage Wetlands of International Importance, it is essential to 

incorporate an animal-related functional perspective. Without such efforts, our ability to 

manage climate change, disease outbreaks, invasive alien species, wildfires, and other 

challenges will be seriously compromised. 

 

Target 3.1: Designation of Wetlands of International Importance: There is a need to update 

the existing Strategic Framework and Guidelines to incorporate the functional aspects of 

wild animals. A preliminary set of recommendations were included in the “Taking Animals 

into Account” report. 

 

Target 3.2 as previously noted, it is recommended to refer to the critical role of wild animals 

when it comes to maintaining and improving the “ecological character” of wetlands. 

 

Target 3.3 site managers should be educated on the critical role of wild animals as part of 

“best practice management”. 

 

Target 3.4 wild animals play a critical role in enhancing ecosystem resilience of wetlands. 

This understanding should be clearly reflected in the implementation of this target. 

 

Goal 4 

 

Targets 4.2 and 4.3 We welcome the aspirations outlined in the draft goal and stand ready 

to support the Secretariat, STRP, and the Contracting Parties in sharing best-practice 

information on how to incorporate the role of wild animals in maintaining and enhancing 

the functions and ecological character of inland and coastal wetlands. 

 

Once the final strategy – including background, wetlands outlook, purpose, relationships 

with MEAs and global agendas, theory of transformative change, and strategic goals and 

targets has been agreed upon, GRA and IFAW would be pleased to contribute to the 

development of the indicators under the STRP. 

 

B.  Wetland Restoration 

 

Using the synthesis report (COP15 Doc.14) as the starting point, here are some initial key 

findings: 
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- Approximately 3.4 million km2 of inland wetlands have been lost since 1700, with 

nearly one-third of freshwater fish species estimated to be at risk of extinction. 
 

- The “global extent of degraded wetlands remains poorly quantified, in part due to 

poor data coverage and differences in definitions and methodologies”. 
 

- Many wetland ecosystems have experienced and continue to experience 

hydrological changes, nutrient loading, fragmentation, and declining ecological 

function. These changes reduce their ability to provide critical services. 
 

- Wetland restoration – aiming to re-establish its ecological character – is both an 

urgent necessity and a strategic opportunity to reverse ecological damage while also 

achieving multiple co-benefits (climate resilience, improved water quality and 

availability, etc.). 
 

- National reports submitted to COP15 show that while restoration programmes have 

been implemented in many countries, “overall progress has been uneven”. 
 

- “A persistent gap remains between commitment and implementation”. 
 

- Few countries report on the ecological condition of restored wetlands, with most 

indicators focusing on “area alone with limited data on long-term outcomes, 

biodiversity gains, or social impacts”. 
 

- “Spatial coverage alone is not sufficient to measure restoration success” and “few 

countries report on the ecological condition of restored wetlands”. As a result, “it 

remains difficult to assess whether reported restoration contributes to ecological 

recovery of achievement of KM-GBF Target 2”. 
 

- Prevention of further degradation remains essential, and restoration should not 

replace protection. 

 

A selection of recommendations from the “Taking Animals into Account” report on how to 

accelerate restoration: 

 

- Intact wetlands are irreplaceable in function and value! 
 

- Incorporate “no net loss” principles. 

- Address key data gaps, including a coherent assessment of degraded wetland area 

disaggregated by different wetland types. 

- Promote catchment-scale reporting. 
 

- Scale up nature-based solutions, such as mangrove restoration, river reconnection, 

floodplain rehabilitation and soil stabilization, as part of integrated strategies for 

climate adaptation and biodiversity recovery. 

- Support innovation, applied research, and traditional knowledge systems. 
 

- Improve the technical guidance. 

 

Our observations: 

 

To re-establish the ecological character through wetland restoration, a new perspective is 

needed - one that recognizes the critical role of wild animals in shaping inland and coastal 

wetlands, how they function, and the delivery of different ecosystem services. 
 

“Key data gaps” include the role wild animals play in maintaining the ecological character. 

Science indicates that less than 3% of the terrestrial surface of our planet is still fully 

functional. Our oceans are not faring much better: 97% of the marine environment is 

exposed to “fishing of some kind” from humans. 
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Unfortunately, there are no good reasons to believe that the inland and coastal wetlands 

covered by the Convention are in a better state. 
 

On the contrary, freshwater wildlife populations have experienced the most severe declines 

since 1970, as measured by the Living Planet Report. Freshwater species now face the 

highest threat followed by marine and terrestrial (least), the situation for wetlands is in dire 

straits. 

 

Recommendation: Incorporate the functional aspects of wild animals and their importance 

for re-establishing the ecological character of wetlands in the existing “Principles and 

guidelines for wetland restoration”, with a particular emphasis on “natural processes” (#11 

under “principles”). It may also be useful to adopt an overall rewilding approach: 

 

(i) “Rewilding is an ambitious, science-based approach to ecological restoration, 

seeking to re-establish lost species diversity, restore natural processes, and 

ecosystem resilience at scales”. 
 

(ii) “Rewilding promotes resilient and self-sustaining ecosystems where natural 

processes drive recovery and the need for human management is significantly 

reduced”. 
 

(iii) “The degree of degradation determines the level of initial interventions required, 

ultimately allowing for non-intervention once those objectives have been met”. 

 

An overall rewilding approach will require a more fundamental revision of the existing 

principles and guidelines. 

 

C.  Implementation of scientific and technical aspects 2025-2028 

 

The STRP tasks for the 2025-2028 triennium, include one of high relevance to the rewilding 

agenda: 

 

Task 1.1. Scientific and technical support towards effective monitoring and reporting of the 

ecological character of Wetlands of International Importance in the Ramsar Information 

Sheet (RIS). 

 

Description: 

 

Task 1.1. will update guidance on assessing and reporting the ecological character (and 

changes in ecological character) of Wetlands of International Importance (Ramsar Sites), 

including impacts of climate change on ecological character.” 

 

Task 5.2. Improved global reporting on wetlands: synergies in the development of indicators 

and methods for the Convention’s 5th Strategic Plan and other global processes – offers a 

potential opportunity to integrate a rewilding perspective into Ramsar’s future work. 
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Recommendation: 

 

With the invitation received on 9 June 2025 to nominate a representative of the GRA to 

the new STRP, at least two clear opportunities have been identified for contributing to the 

STRP’s work for the 2025-2028 period. 
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