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Abstract
This paper is focused on implementing a framework to evaluate Ramsar implementation at the national level and evaluating one 
country’s (Iceland) progress towards achieving the goals of the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance especially 
as Waterfowl Habitat (Ramsar) —the only global Multilateral Environmental Agreement (MEA) focused exclusively on the 
conservation and wise use of a specific ecosystem type. It does so through: Exploring the status and trends of Ramsar-designated 
wetlands and wetlands in general in Iceland; Evaluating progress towards Iceland's goals for wetland restoration and conserva-
tion; Analysing Iceland's Ramsar reporting to determine its adequacy in assessing progress towards Ramsar goals; Comparing 
Iceland's performance against its Ramsar commitments to assess its effectiveness in meeting these obligations; and Comparing 
Iceland’s progress in wetlands conservation and restoration with other Arctic states. In addition to improving our understand-
ing of Iceland's progress in implementing its commitments to Ramsar, evaluating two key actions—wetlands conservation and 
restoration—is crucial. These actions have significant climate change adaptation and mitigation benefits and are important not 
only for Ramsar but also with regards to Iceland's ability to meet its commitments to two key global MEAs: the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).
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Introduction

Healthy ecosystems are more resilient to climate change and 
hold the potential to support efforts to mitigate and adapt to its 
impacts. However, changing climate means changing habitats 
and therefore avoiding and reversing the loss and degradation 
of carbon- and species-rich ecosystems is crucial to ensur-
ing biodiversity conservation and climate change mitigation 
(Pörtner et al. 2021; European Commission 2021). Harness-
ing potential Nature-Based Solutions through protecting 
and altering ecosystem performance and usage are therefore 
increasingly proposed as important ways to respond to climate 
change, improve biodiversity, and enhance human well-being 
(Sowińska- Świerkosz and García 2022). It is within this 

context, that this paper examines progress within one state 
(Iceland) towards achieving the goals of the Convention on 
Wetlands of International Importance especially as Waterfowl 
Habitat (Ramsar) —the only global Multi-lateral Environmen-
tal Agreement (MEA focused exclusively on the conservation 
and wise use of a specific ecosystem type.

The paper takes the model developed by Barry (2024) 
to evaluate MEA implementation at the Circumpolar scale, 
and scales it to the national scale, allowing us to test imple-
mentation of an MEA (Ramsar) at the national level i.e. in 
Iceland. This entails:

•	 Exploring the status and trends of Ramsar-designated 
wetlands and wetlands in general in Iceland;

•	 Evaluating progress towards Iceland's goals for wetland 
restoration and conservation;

•	 Analysing Iceland's Ramsar reporting to determine its 
adequacy in assessing progress towards Ramsar goals;

•	 Comparing Iceland's performance against its Ramsar 
commitments to assess its effectiveness in meeting these 
obligations; and
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•	 Comparing Iceland’s progress in wetlands conservation 
and restoration with other Arctic states.1

In addition to improving our understanding of Iceland's 
progress in implementing its commitments to Ramsar, eval-
uating two key actions—wetlands conservation and resto-
ration—is crucial. These actions have significant climate 
change adaptation and mitigation benefits and are important 
not only for Ramsar but also with regards to Iceland's abil-
ity to meet its commitments to two key global MEAs: the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) and the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) (UNFCCC 2021; CBD 2016).

Wetlands in Iceland

Iceland’s wetlands cover between 8,950–10,300 km2 
depending upon data used and how wetlands are defined 
(Arnalds et al. 2016; Arnalds and Guðmundsson 2020; Kel-
ler et al. 2019; VSÓ Ráðgjöf 2020; Statistics Iceland 2024). 

If more conservative figures from the Icelandic Statistics 
Office (8,950 km2) are used, they account for 37.6% of Ice-
land’s vegetated surface and 8.7% of its land area (Fig. 1). 
Strikingly it is estimated that about half of all wetlands 
below 400 m have been disturbed with some areas having no 
undisturbed wetlands (Iceland 2021a; Arnalds et al. 2016). 
These are crucial habitats with 75% of Icelandic bird spe-
cies relying on wetlands either partially or entirely for their 
habitat (Arnalds et al. 2016). Internationally, some are sig-
nificant as migratory stopovers and breeding sites e.g. the 
Guðlaugstungur Ramsar site is home to the world's largest 
breeding colony of Pink-Footed Geese (Náttúrufræðistofnun 
Íslands 2024a), while almost the entire European population 
of Barrows Goldeneye breeds in the Mývatn and Laxá Ram-
sar site (Náttúrufræðistofnun Íslands 2024b).

Following WWII a state-subsidized drainage programme 
aiming to expand agricultural land covered up to 70% of 
drainage costs resulting in the drainage of an estimated 
4,200 km2 of wetlands, and 29,680 km of ditches being dug 
(Andrason 2022; Arnalds et al. 2016; Gísladóttir et al. 2009; 
Arnalds and Guðmundsson 2020). Despite the end of this 
programme in 1987 (Snæbjörnsson et al. 2010) and more 
recent efforts by Icelandic authorities to prioritise wetlands 
conservation and restoration, wetlands extent has contin-
ued to decline with 207,7 km2 or 2.3% of its total extent 

Fig. 1   Icelandic wetlands, Ramsar sites, and protected areas (LMI 2024; Ramsar 2024; CAFF 2024; LBHI 2024)

1  Canada, Finland, Iceland, Kingdom of Denmark (including the 
Faroe Islands and Greenland), Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the US.
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lost between 1990–2022 (Fig. 2). Indicating that despite an 
increased focus by Iceland on wetlands conservation and 
restoration, wetlands continue to be lost – some due to road-
works and deepening of existing ditches but also including 
previously undisturbed wetlands (Iceland 2021a).

Disturbed wetlands are the primary source of carbon 
emissions from Iceland's Land Use, Land-Use Change, and 
Forestry (LULUCF) sector. In 2022, the LULUCF sector 
emitted 9,497 tons of CO2, with 86% coming from drained 
wetlands (Pétursdóttir 2024). Wetland conservation and 
restoration are therefore crucial for Iceland to achieve its 
goal of becoming carbon–neutral by 2040 (Iceland 2020a). 
Iceland's Climate Action Plan includes two actions targeting 
wetland conservation and restoration (Actions 1.3 and 1.4). 
These actions if successful would reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions from the LULUCF sector, support biodiversity 
conservation, and significantly increase carbon sequestra-
tion. Iceland's wetland restoration goals if achieved could 
lead to a reduction of 107,000 tonnes of CO2 in Icelandic 
land-based emissions by 2030 and 210,000 tonnes by 2040 
(Fig. 3) (Iceland 2020a).

A caveat to keep in mind when considering these fig-
ures is that despite establishment of a regulatory framework 
supporting wetland protection and restoration, efforts to 
accelerate restoration have sparked a debate involving sci-
entists, landowners, and farmers on the validity of the sci-
ence underpinning arguments for restoration. Key issues in 
this debate, as reflected in "The Farmers Paper," Iceland's 
leading agricultural newspaper, include:

•	 How reliable is the science behind the climate mitiga-
tion benefits of wetlands restoration in Iceland? e.g. (Þor-
valdsson 2021)

•	 Are calculations for wetlands in Iceland's climate change 
accounting reliable, and are IPCC emission factors 
appropriate given Iceland's soil, environmental and cli-
mate conditions? e.g. (Kristjánsson 2022; Guðmundsson 
and Þorvaldsson 2018).

•	 If not, then is Iceland's climate change accounting regard-
ing wetlands accurate, and are its restoration goals real-
istic? e.g. (Kristjánsson 2022; Eðvarðsson 2018).

•	 How much of drained wetlands not used for agricul-
ture are available for restoration and is their potential to 
capture carbon enough to justify restoration? e.g. (Guð-
mundsson and Þorvaldsson 2018)

•	 Should potential agricultural use be considered when 
designating drained wetlands for restoration, even if these 
lands are currently used for agriculture? e.g. (Ólafsson 
2020).

While 2,082 ha were restored between 1993–2022 the 
impact of these debates is reflected in Iceland's failure 
to meet its 2021–2022 annual restoration goals (Iceland 
2020a) (Fig. 3), suggesting that these goals may be unreal-
istic or that there are challenges in acquiring sufficient land 
for restoration. If Actions 1.3 and 1.4 are to be successful 
then more reliable baselines are needed to inform restora-
tion decisions and more accurately calculate greenhouse 
gas storage and release rates. There is also a need for more 

Fig. 2   Changes in the extent of inland wetlands (Statistics Iceland 2024; Þórhallsdóttir and Óskarsson 2017)
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effective communication of the benefits of wetlands restora-
tion (Arnalds and Guðmundsson 2020).

Ramsar Effectiveness

While Ramsar's enforcement capabilities are limited, mem-
ber states must designate at least one wetland for inclusion in 
the List of Wetlands of International Importance. They must 
also include wetland conservation priorities in national land-
use planning, promote the wise use of wetlands, establish 
nature reserves in wetlands (including those not internation-
ally important), encourage training in wetland research and 
management, and collaborate with other Ramsar parties on 
implementation (Ramsar 2013). However, despite Ramsar's 
existence, global wetland coverage and health have contin-
ued to decline, with the extent of natural wetlands declining 
by 35% between 1970–2015 (IPBES 2019; Ramsar 2018; 
Ramsar 2021). This decline is mirrored in Iceland where the 
overall trend is of a reduction in wetlands with their extent 
declining by 2.3% (207,7 km2) between 1990–2022 (Fig. 2) 
accompanied by the deteriorating ecological character of 
both Ramsar sites and wetlands in general (Iceland 2018a).

The global decline in wetlands has attracted attention 
from scholars who begin to question the effectiveness of 
Ramsar in achieving its goals and its impact e.g. has it 
slowed down the decline of wetland coverage and health? 

(Bridgewater and Kim 2021; Davidson et al. 2020; Gaget 
et al. 2020; Kingsfort et al. 2021; Van Geelen and Ham-
man 2017; Barry 2024). These investigations have revealed 
organizational challenges affecting Ramsar's ability to meet 
its goals including a widespread lack of compliance with 
Ramsar reporting requirements and the convention's lim-
ited power to compel or enforce progress towards its goals. 
Efforts to tackle these issues have entailed trying to strike 
a balance between Ramsar's original mission and broader 
environmental objectives. The goal being to ensure Ram-
sar's continued relevance and effectiveness in the face of 
intensifying and accumulating impacts of climate change 
on ecosystems (Bridgewater and Kim 2021; Barry 2024). 
This has entailed establishing joint workplans with the CBD 
and the Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) (CBD and 
Ramsar 2011; CMS and Ramsar 2004). The Ramsar Secre-
tariat is also part of the Biodiversity Liaison Group, which 
facilitates coordination and information sharing among the 
biodiversity-related conventions2 (CBD 2024). A Ramsar 
working group also examined the convention's efficiency 
and proposed improvements, resulting in Resolution XIV.3 
providing a path towards improved efficiency (Ramsar 

Fig. 3   Annual extent of wetlands restored, and total extent of wetlands restored 1993–2022 Supplementary Table A).; and wetlands restoration 
goals 2016–2029

2  CBD, CMS, Ramsar, International Plant Protection Convention, 
International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agri-
culture, International Whaling Commission, and the World Heritage 
Convention.
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2022a). It will be interesting to see how the outcomes of 
these proposals are reported upon at the 2025 Conference 
of the Parties (COPs). See Barry (2024) for more detail on 
the challenges facing Arctic States in implementing Ramsar 
in their Arctic territories.

Evaluation Framework

MEAs, such as Ramsar, are commonly used by states to 
tackle environmental problems. However, determining the 
extent to which these agreements lead to tangible changes 
on the ground can be challenging. Evaluations of their effec-
tiveness often encounter obstacles due to data gaps, con-
ceptual complexities, and methodological issues. Attribut-
ing improvements to a specific agreement can be difficult 
since effectiveness may vary depending on a state's level 
of commitment and the complexity of the issues in ques-
tion (Barry 2024; Barry et al. 2020; INTOSAI 2007; Mitch-
ell 2025; Einarsson 2013). To evaluate progress towards 
Ramsar goals in Iceland, this paper applies Barry's (2024) 
evaluation framework designed to evaluate Arctic states' pro-
gress towards implementing Ramsar in their Arctic territo-
ries. Adapting this framework involved scaling it up to the 
national level and incorporating approaches developed by 
the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions 

(INTOSAI) to audit a state's progress in implementing Ram-
sar (Fig. 4) (INTOSAI 2010). Application of this framework 
provides a baseline from which to evaluate Iceland’s pro-
gress towards Ramsar's goals through:

•	 exploring measures Iceland has taken to facilitate wet-
lands conservation and restoration e.g., site management 
plans and national wetland policies;

•	 exploring mechanisms used to influence Ramsar imple-
mentation in Iceland; and

•	 considering how tools provided via Ramsar to sup-
port implementation have been applied in Iceland i.e., 
the Montreaux Record and Ramsar Advisory Missions 
(RAM).

The information used in applying this framework is 
derived from 1) Iceland’s reporting to Ramsar; 2) Icelandic 
agencies and NGOs responsible for wetland conservation 
and restoration; and 3) academic papers and research reports.

Iceland reports to Ramsar through National Reports 
(NRs) and Information Sheets on Ramsar Wetlands (RIS). 
NRs are submitted by Ramsar Parties to each COP which 
usually occur at three-year intervals and parties are also 
expected to provide site updates every six years. the online 
Ramsar Sites Information Service (RSIS) provides access 
to detailed data on Ramsar sites and provided by Ramsar 

Fig. 4   Framework to evaluate the effectiveness of Ramsar implementation in Iceland (modified from (Barry 2024))
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Parties in their RISs. They provide standardized responses 
on a state's wetland management and conservation. Each 
NR is divided into five sections, covering different aspects 
of Ramsar implementation. Sections 4 and 5, focusing on 
national targets and additional information on indicators 
relevant to each Wetland of International Importance, are 
optional, and Iceland has not included them in its reports. 
Therefore, this paper focuses on Sects. 1–3, where imple-
mentation progress is measured by assigning values from 
0–3 to the indicator questions in Sect. 3, with higher scores 
indicating greater progress (Table 1). In order to fill gaps in 
Iceland's reporting, the following sources were also mined:

•	 A literature review on Icelandic wetlands conducted 
using the 1) Institute for Scientific Information (ISI) Web 
of Science database; 2) Skemman, the Icelandic reposi-
tory of academic and research documents; 3) IRIS, the 
Icelandic Research Information System; 4) publications 
from government agencies and committees involved in 
wetland disturbance, conservation, and restoration3; and 
5) Rafhlaðan, the National and University Library of 
Iceland depository. The search criteria used were "Wet-
land" OR "Peatland" AND "Iceland" AND "Carbon" OR 
("Restoration" or "Conservation").

•	 The Arctic Council's Resilience and Management of 
Arctic Wetlands initiative (RAW) (CAFF 2017) which 
includes information on Iceland and the state of knowl-
edge on Arctic wetlands in response to drivers such as 
land-use change and climate change (CAFF 2019,2021a); 
a review of scientific literature related to Arctic wetlands 
(Seifollahi et al. 2019), and a suite of policy recommen-
dations designed to maintain and strengthen resilience of 
Arctic wetlands (CAFF 2021b).

•	 Nordic Council publications containing information 
on Iceland's wetlands, commitments to Ramsar, policy 

measures, and impacts of climate change. These include 
the Nordic wetland conservation report (Nordic Council 
of Ministers 2004); Peatlands and Climate in a Ramsar 
context: A Nordic-Baltic Perspective assessment (Bar-
thelmes et al. 2015), Alkaline fens: Valuable wetlands 
but difficult to manage (Nielsson 2016), and Enhancing 
Carbon Sequestration in Forests, Agricultural Lands and 
Wetlands in the Nordic Countries: Technical Measures 
and Policy Instruments (Nainggolan et al. 2021).

Measures to Support Ramsar Implementation

Ramsar includes the following measures to support imple-
mentation of its goals and resolutions (1) the designation 
of wetland sites as Wetlands of International Importance; 
(2) Parties are obliged to inform the Ramsar Secretariat if 
the ecological character of any it’s Ramsar wetlands has 
changed, is changing or is likely to change (Ramsar 1994); 
(3) obligating states to provide NRs to COPs; (4) states are 
required to provide regular RIS site updates; (5) placing sites 
on the Montreux Record, a register of sites where ecological 
changes are occurring or are likely due to human activi-
ties (Ramsar 1993); (6) conducting RAMs upon request of 
a contracting party when there are changes in the ecological 
character of a site and advising on measures to facilitate 
removal of sites from the Montreux Record, and assess-
ing the success of these measures (Ramsar 1994); and (7) 
adopting resolutions at COPs to address various aspects of 
Ramsar implementation, new and emerging wetland issues 
and threats (Barry 2024). The first two impose obligations 
on states, whereby upon joining Ramsar, states must list at 
least one site and report on changes in ecological character 
of Ramsar sites. However, placing sites on the Montreux 
Record is voluntary, and RAMs only occur upon a state's 
request. Although Ramsar parties are required to submit 
NRs and RIS updates, compliance is low, with no penal-
ties for non-compliance (Davidson et al. 2020; Barry 2024). 
These challenges are reflected in the increasing number of 
resolutions agreed at Ramsar COPs, often without clear 

Table 1   NR sections; and values added to responses to each indicator question in Sect. 3 (Barry 2024)

a Site of Iceland’s only home-grown—terrorist action where local landowners blew up a hydroelectric dam being built to harness the Laxá river

Sections Description Values Explanations

1 Details on national authority(s) responsible for Ramsar implementation 0 Nothing being done
2 Challenges and achievements in implementation 1 Plans being prepared
3 Ninety indicator questions divided between the convention’s four goals 2 Plans partially in place
4–5 Optional sections, where states can provide information regarding Ramsar sites 

and national wetlands targets developed to support implementation of Ramsars 
Strategic Plan (Ramsar 2022b)

3 Plans in place

3  The Land and Forestry Agency, Environment Agency, Icelandic 
Road and Coastal Administration, Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
Iceland, National Power Company of Iceland, IINR, and the Govern-
ment of Iceland.
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paths to ensure follow-up on their implementation. It can 
therefore be unclear whether resolutions have had an impact 
upon the tasks they were designed to tackle. These issues 
raise questions regarding the convention's effectiveness in 
achieving its objectives and concerns about a blurring of 
Ramsar's mandate.

Informal measures to support Ramsar 
implementation

While Ramsar has limited authority and resources to engage 
in implementation and enforce compliance, it can influence 
behaviour and encourage desired actions through knowledge 
building, dialogue facilitation, capacity enhancement, data 
accessibility, supporting regional and global frameworks, 
advising decision-makers, and establishing a community 
of influential individuals within key organizations. These 
influencing mechanisms, often overlooked when consider-
ing authority or resources, are essential for effecting change 
(Barry et al. 2020). Ramsar employs several such mecha-
nisms to raise awareness of the importance of wetlands, such 
as World Wetlands Day (Ramsar 2023a), awards that recog-
nize contributions to wetland conservation (Ramsar 2023b), 
and the Ramsar Programme on Communication, capacity 
building, Education, Participation, and Awareness (CEPA) 
(Ramsar 2023c). Although these initiatives and those by 
the Icelandic Wetlands Fund e.g. (Votlendissjóður 2022a, 
b), may have raised awareness of wetlands in Iceland, their 
effectiveness in promoting restoration remains uncertain 
given ongoing debates on the potential benefits of restora-
tion in Iceland. Nevertheless, more effective use of these 
mechanisms will be crucial in driving progress in future 
wetland conservation and restoration.

Evaluation

Through addressing audit questions derived from the INTO-
SAI Working Group on Environmental Auditing (WGEA) 
(Fig. 4), this section considers Iceland's progress towards the 
goals outlined in Ramsars 2016–2024 Strategic Plan (Ram-
sar 2022b), helping evaluate Iceland's efforts in wetland con-
servation and restoration. As the most recent Icelandic NR 
from was submitted in 2018, information gaps were filled by 
utilizing government reports and information from Icelandic 
authorities.

Has Iceland Identified Ramsar Sites?

Iceland ratified Ramsar in 1978 and has designated six 
Ramsar sites (Fig. 1). These sites cover 128,670 ha and 
according to Iceland’s Ramsar reporting the majority are 
inland wetlands, with coastal wetlands comprising 2.4% 

(3,035 ha) (Table 2) (Ramsar 2024). While site designa-
tions increased until 2013, no new Ramsar sites have since 
been designated by Iceland (Fig. 6) or by any other Arctic 
state within their Arctic territories This lack of new designa-
tions could be attributed to several factors, including chal-
lenges in reaching agreement on potential sites. However, 
in Iceland's case, the absence of new designations does not 
reflect a lack of potential sites e.g. Breiðafjarðar (Breiðaf-
jarðarnefndar 2021) and other potential sites can be found on 
Iceland’s Nature Conservation Register which also functions 
as a tool for meeting Iceland’s international conservation 
obligations (Náttúrufræðistofnun Íslands 2025) The lack 
of new nominations is more likely a reflection of complex 
dynamics surrounding use of the country's natural resources, 
including wetlands, and changing political views. Some of 
which may be in areas sought after for hydroelectric devel-
opments, such as in Þverá in Vopnafirði, Orravatnsrústir or 
the Þjórsárver Ramsar site while others may be sought after 
for use as windfarms, summer cottage areas and road build-
ing. Figure 6 shows the location of planned, existing, and 
potential sites for energy developments, many of which are 
located in wetlands and in the case of Mývatn-Laxá found 
within a Ramsar site (Fig. 5). Another possible reason may 
be the limited authority of Ramsar to enforce compliance 
or provide incentives for Iceland to work towards achieving 
Ramsar goals. Consequently, Iceland may be focusing its 
attention and resources on obligations with stronger conse-
quences for non-compliance, such as commitments to the 
EU and higher-profile MEAs such as the UNFCCC.

Has Iceland Developed Strategies or National Policy 
Frameworks for Protecting Wetlands?

Spurred by the loss of habitat and impacts on biodiversity 
Iceland's early recognition of the role of wetlands in combat-
ing climate change, marked by the cessation of ditch drainage 
subsidies in 1987, led to a growing emphasis in state poli-
cies on wetland conservation and restoration (Iceland 2009; 
Iceland 2008; Garðarsson et al. 2006). Continuing this trend, 
the Icelandic Nature Conservation Act provided legal pro-
tection for wetlands larger than 20,000 m2 as well as lakes 
and ponds larger than 1,000 m2, including salt marshes and 
mudflats, covering a significant portion of Iceland's wetlands 
(Iceland 2013) Successive climate strategies e.g. (Iceland 
2020a; Iceland 2018b) emphasized wetlands' importance in 
climate adaptation and mitigation, culminating in the 2021 
action plan to protect wetlands (Iceland 2021a). This contains 
twelve actions aimed at enhancing wetland protection and 
restoration, but despite deadlines for several actions expiring 
in 2023, no analysis of outcomes has been released. Incon-
sistent and declining restoration rates suggest these actions 
may not have been as effective as intended (Supplementary 
Table B). Building upon the current framework of laws and 
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Fig. 5   Icelandic wetlands, Ramsar sites, and locations used, planned, or identified as potential sites for energy production. Data sources: (Ramsar 
2024; Landvernd 2024)

Fig. 6   a) Changes in total area of Ramsar Sites 1974–2024; b) extent of Marine or coastal wetlands versus Inland waters in Ramsar sites; and c) 
extent of Ramsar sites with and without Management plans (Ramsar 2024)
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resolutions addressing wetlands conservation and restoration 
there are proposals and resolutions under discussion which 
include wetlands-relevant actions. Examples include the 
proposed resolution, Green Enticements for Farmers which 
is concerned with finding ways for farmers to benefit from 
sensitive and damaged ecosystems such as through wetlands 
restoration (Iceland 2024a); and a proposed amendment to 
the Law on Conservation and Energy Use proposing that 
Icelandic Ramsar sites be excluded from areas used to exploit 
wind power (Iceland 2024b) (Table 3).

The 2018 Icelandic NR noted that wetland benefits fea-
ture in national policies, strategies, and plans for key sectors 
including forestry, agriculture, national biodiversity strat-
egy and action plans, tourism, urban development, infra-
structure, pollution control, wastewater management, and 
water quality. Wetland benefits are also partially included 
in national policies or strategies related to water resource 
management, energy and mining, aquaculture, fisheries, 
pollution control, and management. However, few details 
were provided on how wetlands are incorporated into these 
strategies. While the land reclamation programme and for-
estry (Land og Skógur 2022), water (Environment Agency 
2022), and national urban and rural planning (Iceland 2024c) 
strategies acknowledge the importance of wetland conserva-
tion and restoration, the fisheries strategy does not mention 
wetlands, and there are no strategies in place for mining or 
aquaculture. The agriculture (Iceland 2022b), tourism (Ice-
land 2019b), and infrastructure strategies (Iceland 2016a) do 
not directly reference wetlands but refer in general terms to 

the importance of nature protection and conservation. This 
raises questions about how the term "wetland benefits" is 
understood, the extent to which general references to wet-
lands translate into tangible support for their conservation or 
restoration, and how different sectors view wetlands.

The wetlands protection plan is supported by the empha-
sis on wetlands in the National Planning Strategy (Iceland 
2024b), and assignment of the issue of wetland restoration to 
the Land and Forestry agency. However, in 2015 the Nature 
Conservation Act was amended so that the threshold for wet-
land protection was increased from 10,000 m2 to 20,000 m2 
(Iceland 2015a) significantly reducing the extent of wetlands 
protected. Iceland's 2018 NR also noted Iceland does not 
have an inventory of Invasive Alien Species (IAS) that could 
affect wetlands and lacks mechanisms to notify authorities of 
human-induced changes in Ramsar Sites. Iceland is a mem-
ber of the North European and Baltic Network on Invasive 
Alien Species (NOBANIS), whose purpose is to minimize or 
prevent damage by IAS, however, while NOBANIS includes 
information on IAS that could threaten Iceland’s wetlands, it 
has largely been inactive in recent years (NOBANIS 2024).

The Land and Forest Agency is responsible for overseeing 
wetland restoration with several other agencies contribut-
ing to wetland restoration and conservation. The Institute 
of Nature Research (IINR) focuses on classifying, mapping, 
monitoring conservation status, allocating conservation val-
ues on wetlands, and proposing suggestions for new pro-
tected areas and/or habitat types to the Nature Conservation 
Register. The Icelandic National Church has incorporated 

Table 2   Iceland Ramsar sites (Ramsar 2024)

1. 1992 RIS update, and NR noted a MP was in preparation.
2. 2013 RIS update, and NR noted a MP was in preparation.
3. Included in Vatnajökull National Park MP.

State Designated Extent (ha) Last RIS 
update

Montreaux 
Record

RAM Management 
Plan (MP)

Cross-Secto-
ral Commit-
tee

Wetland type Category

Mývatn og 
Laxáa

1977 20,000 1992 Added 5/7/90 
removed 
16/6/93

Yes Yes (Iceland 
2011) under 
revision

Yes Inland Protected by 
special legis-
lation

Þjórsárver 1990 37,500 1992 Added 4/7/90 
Removed 
16/6/93

Yes No1 Yes Inland Nature Reserve

Grunnafjörður 1996 1,470 1996 No No Yes Marine and 
Coastal

Nature Reserve

Guðlaugstun-
gur

2013 40,160 2013 No No2 Yes Inland Nature Reserve

Snæfells- og 
Eyjabakkas-
væðið

2013 26,450 2013 No Yes (Iceland 
2022a)3

Yes Inland Habitat/Species 
Management 
Area

Andakíll 2013 3086 2013 No Yes (Iceland 
2019a)

Yes Marine and 
Coastal

Habitat/Species 
Management 
Area
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Table 3   Key steps in development of a framework to support wetlands conservation and restoration, 1970–2024

Year Action Description

1970 Halldor Laxness article (Laxness 1970) Public attention drawn to the decline of Icelandic wetlands by 
Halldor Laxness Iceland’s Nobel laureate in 1970 with an article 
in the country’s main paper Morgunblaðið entitled War against the 
countryside which described how large wetlands areas were being 
destroyed with serious consequences for biodiversity

1973 First survey of Iceland’s wetlands (Nordisk Ministerrad 1973)
1974 1st Ramsar site: Snæfells- og Eyjabakkasvæðið
1977 2nd Ramsar site: Þjórsárver
1987 Ditch drainage subsidies stopped Following WWII, a state-subsidized drainage programme covering 

up to 70% of drainage costs instigated to support expansion of land 
available for agriculture

1990 3rd Ramsar site: Grunnafjörður
1996 Wetlands restoration committee established (Garðarsson et al. 

2006)
Minister of Agriculture established a committee, to develop propos-

als on where/how to restore drained wetlands
2004 Law on the protection of Mývatn og Laxá in southern Þingeyjar 

municipality (Iceland 2004)
This law promotes conservation of the Mývatn and Laxá river basin 

and associated and protects biodiversity, geological formations, 
and landscapes

2006 Wetlands restoration committee proposals released (Garðarsson 
et al. 2006)

Provided recommendations in support of wetlands restoration and 
conservation:

• Wetland areas will only be disturbed if absolutely necessary
• Clear rules formulated for wetland restoration
• Restoration of wetlands will exceed their annual disturbance
• Explore the potential of wetlands restoration to meet obligations to 

the Kyoto Protocol (Article 3.7)
• Restoring wetlands should be an option for landowners in terms of 

green payments in agriculture
2013 4th Ramsar site: Andakíll

5th Ramsar site: Guðlaugstungur
6th Ramsar site: Mývatn og Laxá

2013 Nature Conservation Act amended (Iceland 2024d) Special protection granted to wetlands, such as slope marshes, bays, 
floodwaters, rubble marshes, which are 10,000 m2 or larger, lakes 
and ponds, which are 1,000 m2 or larger, including seaweeds and 
mudflats;

2014 Stakeholder committee established to develop a Wetlands Action 
Plan

2016 First Wetlands Action Plan released (Iceland 2016b) Contains three goals and eleven actions designed to achieve these 
goals

2017 Nature Conservation Act amended (Iceland 2024d) The minimum size at which wetlands were afforded protection dou-
bled to 20.000 m2 reducing the extent of wetlands protected

2018 Climate Change and its impact on Iceland report released (Björns-
son et al. 2018)

Emphasizing the importance of wetlands and the role their restora-
tion could play in Icelandic climate mitigation and adaptation

2018 IINR proposals for areas to be added to the Nature Conservation 
Register (Part B) (IINR 2018)

Some areas include areas covered by wetlands

2019 Wetlands Fund established Initially active but in recent years activities have decreased, as 
it became more challenging to convince landowners to restore 
wetlands

2020 Climate change law amended with a new article 35 (Iceland 
2020b)

Emissions from the binding of carbon in vegetation and soil or from 
the reclamation of wetlands per Iceland’s international obligations 
are to be accounted for in Iceland’s accounting – Kyoto Protocol

2020 Improvement Plan 2020–2023 for Iceland's accounting of green-
house gas emissions and carbon sequestration from land use 
released containing (Iceland 2020c)

L.7 Develop specific emission factors/binding factors for wetlands

2021 Law on Environmental Impact Assessment and Planning—2ii(f) 
and 2iv(a) (Iceland 2021b)

Contains directions on the need to assess impacts any action might 
have on vulnerable and protected areas such as wetlands

2021 Wetlands Protection Plan released (Iceland 2021a) 12 Actions (Table 2)
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wetlands restoration into its environmental policy, (Þjóðkirk-
jan 2024) restoring 18.5  ha between 2021–2022. The 
National Power Company (NPC) is engaged at the inter-
section of energy development and wetland conservation, 
including Ramsar sites. Although its environmental strat-
egy (Landsvirkjun 2024) does not link wetlands to climate 
change commitments, the NPC acknowledges the value of 
restoration for climate mitigation, while emphasizing that it 
cannot replace the need for emission reductions from other 
sectors. In recent years, it provided small grants for restora-
tion projects e.g. (Landsvirkjun 2023) and collaborated with 
the Land and Forestry Agency, restoring 30.5 hectares of 
wetlands and monitoring the outcomes of restoration in two 
wetlands (Áskelsdóttir et al. 2022). From 2001–2014, the 
Road and Coastal Administration (RCA), restored 383,8 ha 
of wetlands, and its 2016–2017 annual reports mention an 
agreement with the Ministry of Infrastructure to replace wet-
lands disturbed by road construction with restored wetlands 
of equal or greater size as a mitigation measure (Vegagerðin 
2016, 2017). The RCA also commissioned a report explor-
ing the potential for coastal wetland restoration, drawing 
on lessons learned from other countries (Sturlaugsdóttir 
2018). However, the RCA's 2019–2022 annual reports do not 
mention wetland restoration, or contain information regard-
ing the extent of wetlands disturbed by roadworks. Their 
2024–2028 strategy also does not include any reference to 
wetlands, creating uncertainty about their current approach 
towards wetlands including the outcome of the above-men-
tioned agreement, and whether they have continued restora-
tion efforts (Vegagerðin 2024).

Is Iceland Reporting Progress to the Ramsar 
Secretariat?

Iceland is significantly behind in its obligatory Ramsar 
reporting, with its last NR submitted in 2018. Only two 
sites have received RIS updates since their designation i.e. 

Þjórsárver and Mývatn og Laxá, and these were 32-years 
ago (Fig. 7). This fragmented and outdated information 
complicates the assessment of Iceland's Ramsar sites using 
Ramsar-derived information. Nearly half of all Arctic RIS 
sites have missed their required six-year updates, raising 
concerns regarding the reliability of the RIS in tracking and 
reporting wetland status, reflecting a global issue within 
Ramsar (Barry 2024; Munguía and Heinen 2021; Davidson 
et al. 2020). Iceland’s NRs, though more current, are still six 
years old and often lack detail or supporting documentation. 
These delays may be due to burdensome reporting require-
ments, limited resources within Icelandic reporting bodies, 
overlaps between NR and RIS obligations, or a reluctance 
to report on poorly performing commitments. Similar delays 
are observed in other Arctic states, with only Iceland and 
Russia behind in NR submissions (Barry 2024).

Has Iceland Established Management, 
and Restoration Plans for its Most Important 
Wetlands?

Three of Iceland's Ramsar sites, Andakil, Mývatn-Laxá, 
and Snæfell and Eyjabakkar, have management plans, of 
these the plan for Mývatn-Laxá has expired and it is being 
revised (Umhverfisstofnun 2025). In 1992, Iceland reported 
that plans for Þjórsárver and Grunnafjörður were under 
development, and a management plan for Guðlaugstungur 
was reported in 2013 as being in preparation, however, no 
updates have since been provided on the status of these 
plans (Table 2). As a result, 60.4% of the areas covered by 
Iceland’s Ramsar sites, 77,660 hectares, lack management 
plans. No evaluations of the effectiveness of existing man-
agement plans have been conducted, making it challeng-
ing to assess their impact or success. Given the necessity 
of clear and transparent management regimes to effective 
management this lack of management regimes for over half 
of Iceland’s Ramsar areas is concerning. The assignment 

Table 3   (continued)

Year Action Description

2021 Amendment to the 2003 Law on taxable income (Iceland 2021c) Makes allowances for businesses to make deductions from income 
for businesses donations and contributions to actions contributing 
to carbon offsetting and financial contributions to wetlands restora-
tion and conservation (not more than 1,5% of revenues annually)

2024 National Planning Strategy released with wetlands criteria A.3.6: Establish a policy on protecting and restoring wetlands and 
implemented it in planning provisions on land use with the aim of 
conserving carbon and protecting biodiversity

C.1. Rural planning shall establish a land-use policy that reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions and increases carbon sequestration, 
through afforestation, wetland, and soil restoration

C. 5. Urban planning will establish a policy to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions and carbon sequestration within urban areas, with 
regards to the protection of wetlands, forestry, and carbon seques-
tration in bedrock
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of responsibility to oversee restoration efforts to the Land 
and Forest Agency has helped improve coordination and 
transparency regarding securing approval to embark on and 
complete restoration initiatives. However, the restoration 
database managed by this Agency is incomplete as there are 
inconsistencies when compared with data from other sources 
e.g. it doesn’t contain records before 2016.

Is Iceland Putting in Place Measures Necessary 
to Facilitate Progress Towards Ramsar's Goals?

Considering the responses to questions 5.1–5.4, it is clear 
that Iceland has been putting in place measures to support 
Ramsar implementation. However, the absence of Iceland’s 
2018 NR and significant delays in updating RIS site data 
means that conclusions based solely upon Iceland’s Ram-
sar reporting would be unreliable, being based upon frag-
mented and out-of-date data. Similarly, the lack of manage-
ment plans for three of Iceland's six Ramsar sites means a 
key component to ensure progress towards Ramsar's goals 
is missing.

Progress towards Ramsar goals

The Ramsar Strategic Plan contains four strategic goals, 
each with a series of targets designed to monitor progress 
towards implementation. Under each target, a suite of indica-
tors allows for the evaluation of progress by Iceland towards 

each target (Ramsar 2022b). This section examines the status 
of Iceland's advancement towards each goal and provides a 
comparative analysis with other Arctic states. As previously 
noted, information gaps and outdated information were sup-
plemented with updates from official Icelandic government 
agencies and publications.

Goal 1: Addressing Drivers of Wetland Loss 
and Degradation

Iceland has achieved 60% progress towards Goal 1, sur-
passing Greenland and the Faroe Islands but trailing other 
Arctic states. Target 1 shows the highest progress at 60%, 
followed by Target 3 at 56%, Target 2 at 35%, and Target 4 
at 10% (Fig. 8). In 2018, Iceland reported having a partial 
national wetland management strategy, which has since been 
expanded to include Iceland’s Wetlands Protection Action 
Plan developed as part of Iceland’s Climate Change Action 
Plan (Iceland 2021a), though this has not yet been reported 
to Ramsar. Responses to Target 1 noted that wetland benefits 
are featured in strategies, and plans relating to key sectors 
including water, agriculture, tourism, infrastructure, and for-
estry, but specifics are lacking (see Sect. 5.2 for more detail). 
Under Target 2, Iceland noted it planned to use constructed 
wetlands for sewage treatment but provided no details. Some 
responses suggest limitations regarding the usefulness of 
some of these indicators e.g. the response to the ques-
tion "How is the functional status of wastewater treatment 
plants?" simply stated "Functional."

Fig. 7   RIS site updates (Ramsar 2024)
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Under Target 3, Iceland reported that the private sector 
was partially encouraged to apply Ramsar's wise use prin-
ciples through Environmental Impact Assessments. How-
ever, confusingly private sector involvement in Ramsar site 
management was also deemed irrelevant, despite the multi-
ple uses of Ramsar sites for farming, industry, and tourism. 
Some examples of "partial" engagement were provided, pri-
marily the establishment of the Wetlands Fund NGO, aimed 
at reducing greenhouse gas emissions through wetlands res-
toration. Target 4 responses highlighted actions to incen-
tivize wetland conservation, including ending subsidies for 
ditch drainage and incorporating wetlands conservation and 
restoration actions in Iceland’s Climate Change Action Plan 
designed to preserve carbon in wetlands. Additionally, it was 
noted that Iceland's urban and rural planning policies sup-
port wetlands restoration through the 2024–2038 National 
Planning Strategy (Iceland 2024b), although while a license 
is required to restore wetlands, this is not the case when 
draining wetlands.

Under Target 4, Iceland reported it lacked a national 
inventory of IAS that impact the ecological character of 
wetlands and does not have national policies or guidelines 
in place for IAS control and management in wetlands. While 
the 2018 NR did not mention plans to develop such tools, 
it noted municipalities had eradicated hogweed species 
including Heracleum mantegazzianum, H. persicum, and H. 

sosnowskyi; that efforts were underway to eradicate Lupinus 
nootkatensis and Anthriscus sylvestri from protected areas; 
and that there are ongoing efforts to eradicate Neovison 
vison. See Sect. 5.2 for details on NOBANIS.

Goal 2: Effectively Conserving and Managing 
the Ramsar Site Network

Targets 5–7 track progress towards Goal 2, with ten indi-
cators designed to evaluate progress towards these targets 
(Fig. 9). Overall, Iceland has made little progress, only 
16.7%, towards implementing Goal 1. This places Iceland 
behind other Arctic states, except for Russia, the US, and 
Greenland. Target 5 shows the most progress for Iceland, 
at 33.3%, followed by Target 7 at 16.7%. No Arctic state 
reported on Target 6, which focuses on increasing the extent 
of protected wetlands and ecological connectivity in the 
Ramsar network. National strategies and site management 
plans are key to ensuring effective implementation of Ram-
sar, however, apart from Iceland, only Finland and Canada 
have national strategies and priorities in place to facilitate 
designation of Ramsar Sites. Sweden and the US have no 
plans. Three of Iceland's Ramsar sites have management 
plans or other management measures in place, and according 
to Iceland’s 2018 NR each of its Ramsar sites has a cross-
sectoral management committee (Table 2).

Fig. 8   (a) Progress towards each target under Goal 1 (b) Progress by each Arctic state towards Goal 1; and (c) Overall progress by Iceland 
towards Goal 1
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Fig. 9   (a) Progress by Iceland towards each target under Goal 2 (b) Progress by each Arctic state towards Goal 2; and (c) Overall progress by 
Iceland towards Goal 2

Fig. 10   (a) Progress towards each target under Goal 3 (b) Progress by each Arctic state towards Goal 3; and (c) Overall progress by Iceland 
towards Goal 3
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Goal 3: Wisely Using All Wetlands

Targets 8–13 track progress towards Goal 3, with twenty-
nine indicators designed to evaluate progress towards these 
targets (Fig. 10). Overall, Iceland has achieved 48.6% pro-
gress, falling behind Finland, Norway, Canada, and the US. 
However, Iceland is slightly ahead of Greenland and Rus-
sia, and significantly ahead of the Faroe Islands. Among the 
targets, Target 8 has shown the most progress, followed by 
Targets 13, 12, 9, and 11. No information was reported on 
Target 10, which is not relevant for Iceland given its focus 
on Indigenous Peoples and their knowledge. In 2018, Iceland 
reported having a National Wetlands Inventory. However, 
the status of actions C.1–5 (Table 2) outlined in its Wetlands 
Protection Plan (Iceland 2021a) suggest this inventory is 
unsatisfactory. A search of the National Mapping Agency 
returns several different wetland data layers (LMI 2024), 
while the Agricultural University provides an additional 
source (LBHI 2024), making it unclear which is the official 
national inventory or how these different sources are con-
nected. The 2018 NR also notes that this inventory is acces-
sible to all stakeholders, but upon closer examination, it is 
not easily accessible and appears fragmented. Iceland’s 2012 
and 2015 NRs reported the ecological status of its Ram-
sar sites as improving with no change in wetlands (Iceland 

2012, 2015b), while in its 2018 NR reported that the overall 
ecological status of its wetlands had deteriorated (Iceland 
2018b), a situation mirrored in the Faroe Islands, Norway, 
Sweden, and the US. Reasons for this deterioration are not 
provided, making it difficult to identify causes, aside from 
Climate Change. This lack of specificity may reflect limita-
tions in the ability of NRs to capture nuances in the status 
and trends of wetlands.

Goal 4: Enhancing Implementation

Iceland has made limited progress toward Targets 14–19, 
achieving only 18%, the lowest among Arctic states (Fig. 11). 
The highest progress was on Target 16 at 38%, with Targets 
17–19 each at 17%. No Arctic state reported on Target 14, 
focused on providing scientific guidance to policymakers 
and practitioners. A worrying absence given the importance 
of guidance and advice to policy and decision-makers on 
wetlands management. Iceland also did not report on Target 
15, related to cooperation on Ramsar Regional Initiatives. 
Under Target 16 which highlights participation in wetland 
conservation awareness and management initiatives, Iceland 
reported establishing visitor centres and promoting stake-
holder involvement but provided few details. Iceland has no 
national wetlands Committee and establishment of such a 

Fig. 11     (a) Progress towards each target under Goal 4 (b) Progress by each Arctic state towards Goal 4; and (c) Overall progress by Iceland 
towards Goal 4
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committee was highlighted as a key priority including the 
need to establish mechanisms for cooperation and informa-
tion sharing among MEA focal points. Mechanisms to share 
Ramsar guidelines with site managers and government bod-
ies were partially implemented, but specifics were lacking. 
Awareness initiatives have largely been limited to news items 
e.g. on World Wetlands Day. The most significant action taken 
has been creation of the Wetlands Fund NGO and use of its 
website www.​votle​ndi.​is to communicate restoration and 
conservation efforts. However, the Wetlands Fund has subse-
quently encountered challenges, and its website is currently 
not updated. Participation in knowledge-sharing activities, 
such as with Scottish Natural Heritage, has occurred. Iceland 
has not effectively used NRs to monitor Convention imple-
mentation, raising further concerns about NR format and use-
fulness. Iceland has paid its financial contributions to Ramsar 
but provided no additional support to developing states.

Overall Progress Towards Achieving Ramsar Goals

This evaluation framework provides indications of progress 
towards Ramsar's goals. However, it can be challenging to 
extrapolate from NRs and the RIS the extent to which self-
reporting is accurate. This is further complicated by delays 
in Iceland's Ramsar reporting. With these caveats in mind, 
Iceland has made overall progress of 31% towards achieving 
Ramsar's goals, putting Iceland ahead of the Faroe Islands 
but behind all other Arctic states. Goal 3 has seen the most 
progress, followed by Goals 1, 4, and 2 (Fig. 12).

Conclusions

Public attention was first drawn to the decline of Icelan-
dic wetlands by Halldor Laxness, Iceland's Nobel laure-
ate in 1970 via an article titled "War against the coun-
tryside," published in Morgunblaðið, the country's main 
paper where Laxness described the thoughtless destruc-
tion of large areas of wetlands with serious consequences 
for biodiversity (Laxness 1970). The debate sparked by 
Laxness continues to this day among landowners, experts, 
and the state, and although Iceland has taken significant 
steps towards wetland conservation and restoration, the 
ecological character and extent of Iceland's wetlands con-
tinue to decline.

The evaluation framework used in this paper allows for 
an assessment of Iceland’s progress towards implementing 
and MEA (Ramsar) and offers an approach that could be 
applied to other MEAs at the national level. This model 
allowed an evaluation of Iceland’s progress towards Ram-
sar's objectives and comparisons with neighbouring Nordic 
and Arctic states. However, due to delays in Iceland's Ram-
sar reporting additional information had to be obtained in 
order to effectively utilize this framework. It is important to 
take this caveat into account when applying this framework 
at a national level. The outcomes of its application in Ice-
land support both Barry's (2024) findings regarding Ramsar 
implementation in the Arctic and the RAW policy recom-
mendations and identifies actions needed to improve our 
understanding of Iceland's wetlands, support management 

Fig. 12   (a) Progress of Iceland towards each goal (b) Progress by each Arctic state towards Ramsar goals; and (c) Overall progress by Iceland 
towards Ramsar goals

http://www.votlendi.is


Wetlands (2025) 45:34	 Page 17 of 21  34

efforts, establish a baseline for measuring progress towards 
Ramsar implementation, and contribute to improvements in 
wetland conservation:

Recommendations

Reporting:

•	 Update Iceland’s NR and RIS reporting obligations with 
clarity regarding who is responsible for this reporting: 
Iceland's failure to meet its Ramsar reporting obligations 
undermines the reliability of Ramsar-derived informa-
tion. Meeting these requirements would allow for a bet-
ter understanding of Iceland's efforts to achieve Ramsar 
goals.

•	 Streamline Ramsar reporting requirements and assess 
how data provided could be more useful. The amount of 
information required may be contributing to an overly 
burdensome reporting system and is a factor causing 
reporting delays. NRs consist of 106 indicators, and 
reporting on each can be challenging, especially for 
smaller bureaucracies like Iceland's. Given the often-low 
level of detail provided, the usefulness of some indica-
tors is unclear; and could benefit from consideration as 
to their purpose and how or if they are of practical use.

•	 Align Ramsar reporting requirements with other MEAs, 
particularly the Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) 
would alleviate reporting burdens, especially for small 
states like Iceland.

Site designations:

•	 To support resilience of Iceland's wetlands and improve 
their management, it is important to understand why no 
new site designations have been made since 2013. Is this 
due to challenges in agreeing on possible candidates? Or 
is it linked to a growing emphasis on harnessing Iceland's 
natural resources? Alternatively, is it because of insuf-
ficient incentives to encourage compliance, leading Ice-
land to prioritize obligations with stronger consequences 
for non-compliance?

National Inventory:

•	 Ensure access to a reliable and updated National wet-
land inventory. A reliable inventory is essential to effec-
tive wetlands management and understanding status and 
trends in Iceland’s wetlands, and challenges being faced.

•	 Ensure a reliable baseline on the carbon capture and 
release potential of Icelandic wetlands to 1) inform 
landowners' decision-making regarding land allocation 

for restoration; 2) ensure more accurate calculations for 
Iceland's climate change accounting including emission 
per unit area, and the overall size of drained areas; 3) 
establish realistic restoration goals; and 4) capture the 
scale of emissions across different wetland areas.

•	 Make sure such baseline information is easily accessible 
and communicated to stakeholders, allowing for more 
productive debate regarding the benefits of wetlands 
sequestration and biodiversity enrichment.

Management:

•	 Develop site management plans for each of Iceland’s 
Ramsar sites and evaluate their effectiveness. Only half 
of Iceland’s Ramsar sites have management plans, leav-
ing 77,660 Ha without such regimes. The application of 
the Ramsar Site Management Effectiveness Tracking 
Tool (R-METT), adopted at COP12 to support improving 
site management (Ramsar 2015), could provide insights 
into what is working and what is not in management of 
Iceland's Ramsar sites.

•	 Clarify the extent of measures whereby wetlands are 
restored as a compensation measure e.g. by the RCA.

The successful conservation and restoration of Iceland’s 
wetlands depends upon how effectively the wetlands actions 
defined in its Climate Change Action Plan are implemented. 
Key to kickstarting restoration will be Iceland’s commitment 
to restoring state-owned drained wetlands. The Icelandic 
state owns 310 farms containing drained wetlands cover-
ing 18,030 ha which emit annually an estimated 351,585 
tonnes of CO2. Thus far restoration efforts on these lands 
have been confined to 80 ha, resulting in the sequestration 
of approximately 1,560 tonnes of CO2. However, there is 
potential for restoring an additional 12,750 ha of disturbed 
wetlands—almost three times the area covered by Iceland´s 
2024–2029 restoration goals. These lands are not classified 
as fields or farmland and could potentially be suitable for 
restoration. The state has expressed interest and willingness 
to explore their restoration (Iceland 2022c) offering a way 
to break the current impasse in securing land for restoration.
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