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 What is the RAMSAR Convention?

The Convention on the Wetlands of International Importance 
especially as Waterfowl habitat was first adopted on a 
meeting held in the Iranian city of Ramsar in February, 1971. 
Governments and non-governmental organizations from 
countries around the world negotiated and adopted the global 
treaty concerned about increasing loss and degradation of the 
wetland habitat for migratory water birds, one of the most 
vulnerable and irreparable ecosystems on the planet, due to 
a number of factors such as global warming, climate change 
and improper human activities and recognized the wetland 
ecosystem must be protected. The Convention is so named for 
the city Ramsar in Iran, where the treaty came into force. As 
of 2021, there are 171 Contracting Parties (member countries) 
and a total of 2,418 wetlands covering 254,563,791 hectares 
of internationally importance in List in the Appendix to the 
Ramsar Convention. 

 Purpose of the Ramsar Convention 

A purpose of the Convention is to provide a framework for 
national and international cooperation for conservation and 
wise use of wetlands and their resources. Its activities are 
regulated by inter-governmental treaties and agreements. 
 
A primary reason for global signing the international 
Convention is to recognize that water fowl in their seasonal 

migrations do transcend frontiers and so should be regarded 
as an international resource while considering that the 
wetlands, their key habitat, must be protected globally through 
the Convention. 

 What is the wetland?

Wetlands are basically transition zones between terrestrial and 
water environments, where a specific ecosystem is created, 
supported, and interacted by water flows, soil nutrient cycles, 
and solar energy.

The Ramsar Convention uses a broad definition of the wetlands 
which include all lakes, rivers, streams, and ponds and their 
floodplains, wet grasslands, peatland, oasis, estuaries, deltas, 
mineral water bodies, tidal flats, mangroves, and other 
coastline areas, coral reefs, and all human-made sites such 
as fish ponds, rice paddies, reservoirs, and salt pans. The 
definition under the Convention encompasses a variety of the 
wetlands and encourages preservation, protection, and wise 
(balanced) use of the globally significant biodiversity thereof 
through enhanced wetland conservation framework. 

  How are areas designated and listed as the Ramsar 
sites?

Countries in the world signed the Convention do commit 
to designate and nominate suitable wetlands within their 
territories for the List of Wetlands of International Importance 
(“Ramsar List”) based on the following nine criteria:

А Sites containing representative, rare or unique 
wetland types: 

Criterion 1  Sites contain representative, rare, or unique 
example of a natural or near-natural wetland 
type found within the appropriate biogeographic 
region; 

CONVENTION ON THE WETLANDS 
OF INTERNATIONAL IMPORTANCE 
ESPECIALLY AS WATERFOWL HABITAT 
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Б Sites of international importance for conserving 
biological diversity:

Criteria based on species and ecological communities:

Criterion 2  Sites support vulnerable, endangered, or 
critically endangered species or threatened 
ecological communities; 

Criterion 3  Sites support populations of plant and/or 
animal species important for maintaining the 
biological diversity of a particular biogeographic 
region;

Criterion 4  Sites support plant and/or animal species at 
a critical stage in their life cycles, or provide 
refuge during adverse conditions;

Specific criteria based on water birds: 

Criterion 5  Sites regularly support 20,000 or more 
individuals of a species or sub-species of water 
birds;

Criterion 6  Sites regularly support 1% or more of the 
individuals in a population of one species or 
subspecies of water birds; 

Specific criteria based on fish:

Criterion 7  Sites support a significant proportion of 
indigenous fish subspecies, species or families, 
life-history stages, species interactions and/or 
populations that are representative of wetland 
benefits and /or values and thereby contributes 
to global biological diversity; 

Criterion 8  Sites are an important source of food for fishes, 
spawning ground, nursery and/or migration 
path on which fish stocks, either within the 
wetland or elsewhere, depend; 

Specific criteria based on other taxa:

Criterion 9  Sites regularly support 1% or more of the 
individuals in a population of one species or 
subspecies of wetland-dependent non-avian 
animal species;

5Монгол дагуур4 Олон улсын ач холбогдол бyхий ус, намгархаг газар
© Amarkhuu G.
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MONGOLIA AND THE RAMSAR CONVENTION 

Mongolia officially signed the Convention on Wetlands of 
International Importance especially as Waterfowl habitat on 
April 8, 1998 and became the 104th Contracting Party. The 
Contracting Parties to the Convention act as its policy making 
unit represented by the Governments of the countries signed. 
Thus, the officially recognized body representing Mongolia at 

the Ramsar Convention is the Ministry of Environment and 
Tourism.

As the Contracting Party to the Convention, Mongolia commits 
to implement the wetlands conservation management, 
submit its performance progress reports, and regularly take 
part in implementation of the Convention activities under its 
commitment to the Convention.

Map 1. Sites in Mongolia designated in the Ramsar Convention 
Appendix List
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WETLANDS IN EASTERN MONGOLIA AND THEIR 
IMPORTANCE
One of the primary roles wetlands play is that it acts as an 
ecological regulator for maintaining water regimes and 
wildlife (Flora and Fauna) habitats. Eastern Mongolia (steppe 
ecosystem) is home to 29.4% of the total lakes and wetlands in 
the country. The lakes and wetlands in the steppe region are 
basically dispersed according to their occurrence and are rich 
in water organisms. Thus, the lakes and wetlands in the region 

© Gankhuyag P.

provide important stopover and resting points to many species 
of water and shorebirds on their migration flyways. The lakes 
and wetlands in Eastern Mongolia lie along a main route of 
East Asian-Australian Asian Flyway (EAAF) become strategically 
important region for stopover, resting and foraging of 
thousands of waterbirds and shorebirds migrating from South 
Asia, Australia to Siberia. As such, the region harbors several 
internationally recognized important bird areas (IBA’s). One of 
the major wetlands in Eastern Mongolia is Ganga Lake and its 
surrounding wetlands.

Name: Ganga Lake and its surrounding wetlands 
Ramsar site number: 1378
Area: 3,280 hectares (ha) 
Geographic location: 45 15 N, 114º00 E
Altitude: 1294m a.s.l. 

GANGA LAKE AND SURROUNDING 
WETLANDS



LOCATION:
Ganga Lake and its surrounding wetlands (1,294 m a.s.l.) lie in 
the north of Moltsog Sand located at 16 km from Dariganga 
soum of Sukhbaatar province and at 170 km from Baruun-Urt 
soum, Sukhbaatar province in Eastern Mongolia and at 696 km 
from Ulaanbaatar, the Capital City of Mongolia. Ganga Lake 
and its surrounding wetlands cover a total of 32 ha: 220 ha 
of Ganga Lake and the remaining are the small lakes such as 
Duut, Kholboo, Zuun Kholboo, Zegst, Tsagaan, Ulaan, Erdene, 
Sumt and Khoshmogt and wetlands in their vicinities. Map 2. 
Ganga Lake and its surrounding wetlands 

JUSTIFICATION FOR LISTING AS THE RAMSAR CONVENTION SITE:
Ganga Lake and small lakes in its vicinity are the saline lakes 
in the steppe formed in depressed areas and surrounded 
by sand dunes. Geographically, the lakes are located at a 
transition zone between Steppe and Gobi regions. The lakes 
and their vicinities are specific with their biodiversity, but very 
sensitive. Ganga Lake and its surrounding wetlands provide an 
important nesting, stopover and resting sites for numerous 
migratory (threatened) bird species met five (I, II, III, IV, VI) 
out of nine criteria for designation and inclusion of areas in 
the Ramsar Convention List. Therefore, Ganga Lake and its 
surrounding wetlands were officially listed as the Ramsar site 
on March 22, 2004.

Map 2. Ganga lake and its surrounding wetlands

11Ganga lake10 Wetlands of international importance
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INCLUSION OF THE WETLANDS IN THE 
PROTECTED AREA NETWORK
To protect the freshwater ecosystem located at a transition 
between mountain steppe and Gobi regions in a territory of 
Dariganga soum of Sukhbaatar province, a total of 32,860 ha 
of Ganga Lake and its surrounding wetlands were first taken 
under state protection as Nature Monument with the State Ikh 
Khural (the Parliament) Decision No.83 in 1993. The Nature 
Monument’s covering area was expanded by 62,860 ha that 
included the stately worshipped Altan Ovoo and Orgikh Bulag 
(natural spring) discharging its water to Lakes Zegst, Dagshin, 
and Ganga as well as the key tourist destinations such as 
Kholboo Sand and Moltsog Sand to develop eco-tourism and 
the Monument was upgraded to National Park (NP) according 
to the State Ikh Khural (the Parliament) Decision No. 22 in 2004. 
Following these revisions, Dariganga NP was expanded by 
areas of Khurug Valley and Shilyn Bogd Monuments according 
to the State Ikh Khural (the Parliament) Decision No. 41 in 2019 
based on their historical and natural conservation values. As 
a result, the NP covers a total of 367,222.37 ha. Currently, a 
total of 31630 ha or 99% of Ganga Lake and its surrounding 
wetlands are included in Dariganga NP.

Ganga Lake belonged to the Central Asian Closed Drainage 
Basin lies in a depressed area (1,294 m a.s.l.) in the north of 
Moltsog Sand in a territory of Dariganga soum of Sukhbaatar 
province. It is the salty lake that formed in a depressed area 
and has clay mass in its bottom. The Lake and its vicinity is 
a unique, but very sensitive. Ganga Lake has 220 ha of water 
surface area; 6,2 km shoreline; 1.6 m maximum depth; 2.1 
km length; and 1.6 km width. The southern shore of the 
Lake meets Moltsog Sand. Surrounding areas of the Lake 
are distributed by woody plants. Located at a transition zone 
between the steppe and Gobi regions, the Lake and its vicinity 
give a unique landscape of lakes, swamps, sand dunes and dry 
land in combination. Headwaters of the Ganga Lake areBayan 
and Orgikh Bulag (natural springs). Located at 50 m northwest 
from the Lake, Orgikh Bulag is extremely transparent and cold. 
The discharge of the natural spring from the fine sand mass 
bottom like a boiling waterand becomes stronger and bigger 
mixed with sand as screams are given louder.

There are some small lakes and ponds such as Duut, Sumt, 
Erdene, Kholboo, East Kholboo, Tsagaan, Khosmogt, Ulaan 
(dried), and Zegst located in Ganga Lake’s vicinity.

Duut Lake is the freshwater lake situated in a depressed area at 
1,227 m a.s.l. in the west of Altan Ovoo (the stately worshiped 
mountain pass) and at the northern bottom of Moltsog Sand at 
2.5 km from Dariganga soum centre. Its area of water surface 
was 0.46 km2 (August, 2012). There are some small Lakes such 
as Zegst, Ulaan, Sumt and Erdene located in the Lake’s basin. 
Duut Lake’s drainage area is 228.4 km2.

Ganga Lake and its surrounding wetlands comprise many small 
lakes, streams, and natural springs formed in depressed areas 
and are surrounded by the sandy hills covered by vegetations. 
Though not so big in their covering areas, the Lake and its 
wetlands represent diverse habitat types including the poplar 
and elm stands grown at edges and in the sand dunes that are 
favourable summering and wintering grounds and valuable 
destinations for stopover, resting, foraging and congregating 
of waterbird species during their migration periods. 

SPECIFIC HABITAT FEATURES OF GANGA LAKE AND 
ITS SURROUNDING WETLANDS

© Gankhuyag P.
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© Uuganbayar M./WWF Mongolia

BIODIVERSITY

There are 39 mammal species recorded within Ganga Lake 
vicinity. The following species recorded include Daurian pika 
(Ochotona daurica), Mongolian marmot (Marmota sibirica), 
Daurian ground squirrel (Spermophilus dauricus), Dzungarian 
hamster (Phodopus campbelli), Narrow-headed vole (Microtus 
gregalis), Brandt’s vole (Lasiopodomys brandtii), Mongolian 
gerbil (Meriones unguiculatus), Corsac fox (Vulpes corsac), Tolai 
hare (Lepus tolai), Mongolian gazelle (Procapra gutturosa), Long-
eared hedgehog (Erinaceus auritus), Red fox (Vulpes vulpes), 

MAMMALS

© Gantulga B./WWF Mongolia © Gantulga B./WWF Mongolia

Eurasian badger (Meles meles) and Grey wolf (Canis lupus). 
The Lake and its wetlands are the eastern most distribution 
ranges of the Long-eared hedgehog, Southern gerbil and some 
species of Jerboa as they lie on the transition zone between the 
southern steppe and Gobi Desert.
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There are 198 bird species of 108 genera of 39 families of 16 
orders recorded within Ganga Lake vicinity. These species 
account for over 40 percent of the total bird species which 
recorded throughout Mongolia. According to their occurrence 
the Lake and its surrounding wetlands, there are 45 breeding 
visitor, 19 resident species, 101 passage migrant species, 
8 vagrant species, 12 summer visitors, nine winter visitors 
and two species, whose breeding in the region has not been 
identified yet. The species recorded in the wetlands include 
two and three species from Lists of Very Rare and Rare Species 
produced under the Law of Mongolia on Fauna, respectively; 
four species included in the Mongolian and Asian Red Books of 
each; one and 16 species listed in Appendixes I and II to CITES, 
respectively; and two and 14 species included in the Lists of 
Appendixes 1 and 2 to the Convention of Migratory Species of 
Wild Animals (CMS), respectively.

The species, whose populations occurring at the Lakes and 
their surrounding wetlands are estimated at 1% and above 
in the geographical region, are Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps 
cristatus) at least 250 individuals (1%), Whooper Swan (Cygnus 
cygnus) at least 300 individuals (1.5%) and Ruddy Shelduck 
(Tadorna ferruginea) 500 individuals (1%).

Ganga Lake is well known by tourists and visitors in particular 
with gathering of large swan and goose populations. Based 
on this advantage, it is worthy to develop the region as a 
core destination for eco-tourism as optimal conservation and 
tourism management is introduced in the site.

BIRDS 

© Gankhuyag P.
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There are seven amphibian and reptile species Radde’s 
toad (Bufo raddei), Asiatic grass frog (Rana chensinensis), 
Toad-headed agama (Phrynocephalus versicolor), Mongolian 
racerunner (Eremias argus), Pallas’ coluber (Elaphe dione), 
Steppe ribbon snake (Psammophis lineolatus), and Central 
Asian viper (Gloydius halys) recorded within Ganga Lake and its 
surrounding wetlands.

From fish species, there is Siberian spiny loach (Cobitis 
melanoleuca) recorded in the Lake. In 1980, the species such as 
Amur catfish (Parasilurus asotus), Amur carp (Cyprinus carpio), 
were brought from Tuul River and introduced in Ganga Lake. 
These fish species feed on aquatic organisms and organic 
material leftovers. There are 56 aquatic insects and plant 
species of 29 genera of 12 families recorded at Ganga Lake.

FISHES, AMPHIBIANS AND REPTILES 

© Gantulga B./WWF Mongolia

© Munkhchukuun B./WWF Mongolia 
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Vicinity of Ganga Lake is distributed by 
dry steppe, meadow and desert steppe 
vegetation, but dominant by dry steppe 
vegetation. As of 2019, there were 190 plant 
species of 109 genera of 36 families recorded 
in the region. Amongst, there were 34 annual 
herbaceous plant species (17.9%), 133 
perennial herbaceous plant species (70.0%), 
18 shrubbery and semi-shrubbery species 
(9.47%), and 5 woody plant species (2.63%) 
recorded. There were 158 pastureland plant 
species (82.16%), 69 medicinal and useful 
plant species (36.32%), and 45 anthropogenic 
plant species (23.68%) recorded amid. In the 
region, one very rare plant species, 11 rare 
plant species, two relict plant species, six 
endemic to Mongolia plant species and 13 
intermediate endemic to Mongolian plant 
species are grown. For instance, there are 
the species such as Cleistogenes squarrosa, 
Agropygon cristatum, Cymbaria dahurica, 
Allium lineare, Potentilla bifurca, Potentilla 
acaulis, Haplophyllum dahuricum, Bergenia 
crassifolia, and Carex duriuscula dominant 
within the distribution ranges. 

FLORA

© Gantulga B./WWF Mongolia © Gantulga B./WWF Mongolia
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There are over 50 stone man monuments of the 13th to 
the 17th centuries, a part of the ancient Mongolian historic 
landmarks, discovered in the vicinity of Ganga Lake. These 
stone monuments vary in terms of their structures, shapes 
and sizes represented important historic and cultural values 
and heritages. These monuments are not only a part of the 
tourist attractions in the region but also a part of valuable 
historic and cultural sites in the country. In addition, there are 
many other historical and cultural sites including remnants 
of ancient human dwellings and shelters and blacksmith 
sites, 14 monuments, rarely found in the rest of the country, 
petroglyphs, pictographs and ancient burial sites existing. 

CULTURE AND TRADITION 

In the art development of Mongolian metalworks, the ancient 
silver works (household items, decorations, and jewelries) 
made by skilled smith masters from the Dariganga region have 
been famous and regarded as unique and extraordinary with 
their patterns, styles, shapes and colors for the centuries. A 
number of the highly decorated products and household items 
such as silver saddles, bridles, halters, jewelries for women and 
the items such as pipes and snuffboxes have been produced 
and are being produced by renowned smith masters in the 
region. All these products from the region are well known as 
“Dariganga Style”. 

Swans usually congregate at Ganga Lake between September 
to late October. This congregating is a part of the species 
migratory behavior. They gain at major Lakes in the region 
to have weights and rest before leaving for their autumn 
migration flyway. At this period of time, the swan population 
in the country reaches its maximum or up to 4,200 individuals 
that accounts for 7% of the total swan individuals traveling 
through East-Asian-Australian Flyway. This annual event is 
called as “Khungiin Chuulgan” (“Swan ceremony”) and is highly 
attracted by foreign and local tourists and travelers to come to 
Ganga Lake. 

© Gankhuyag P. © Munkhchuluun B./WWF Mongolia 

© Munkhchuluun B./WWF Mongolia 
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DESIGNATION OF OTHER 
INTERNATIONAL CONVENTIONS 

The globally endangered species 
such as Swan Goose (Anser 
cygnoides), White-naped Crane 
(Grus vipio) and Great Bustard (Otis 
tarda) are recorded at Ganga Lake 
and its surrounding wetlands. The 
species recorded within the Lake 
and its wetlands are dominant 
by representatives of Eurasian 
Steppe and Desert biome and 
large populations of the species 
such as Great crested grebe 
(Podiceps cristatus), Whooper Swan 
(Cygnus cygnus), Swan Goose (Anser 
cygnoides), Ruddy Shelduck (Tadorna 
ferruginea), Common Shelduck 
(Tadorna tadorna) congregating at the 
Lake and its surrounding wetlands 
during their migration seasons. 
Based on these justifications, a total 
of 26,841 ha of Ganga Lake and its 
surrounding wetlands were taken as 
a part of important bird areas (IBAs) 
in Mongolia in 2004.

2004
Important Bird Areas in Mongolia 
(MN061);

Ganga Lake and its surrounding 
wetlands provide IBA to the many 
globally threatened bird species such 
as Swan Goose (Anser cygnoides), 
White-naped Crane (Grus vipio), 
and Asian Dowitcher (Limnodromus 
semipalmatus). In addition, the species, 
whose populations occurring at the 
Lake and its surrounding wetlands are 
estimated at 1% and above according 
to their geographical region, are 
Whooper Swan (Cygnus cygnus) 1,472 
individuals (4,1%), Swan Goose (Anser 
cygnoides) 680 individuals (1,5%); and 
Ruddy shelduck (Tadorna ferruginea): 
600 individuals (2%). The Asia-Pacific 
Migratory Water Bird Conservation 
Strategy defines a criterion “the species, 
in which the entire population or a 
significant proportion of its members 
(>0.25%) occurs in the region on one of 
their migration flyways”. This criterion 
is applicable for the Whooper Swan 
(Cygnus cygnus) 757 individuals (2.1%), 
Swan Goose (Anser cygnoides) 700 
individuals (1%), and Ruddy Shelduck 
(Tadorna ferruginea) 557 individuals 
(2%) occurring at the Lakes and their 
wetlands in the region.

2016
East Asian-

Australian Flyway 
Network (EAAF127): 

© Stig Frode Olsen
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Ecosystem around Ganga Lake and its surrounding wetlands is 
very sensitive that is subject to several threats and pressures. 
For instance, a total of 21 natural springs used to discharge 
their water into Ganga Lake before. Some years ago, these 
numbers drastically reduced to 2-3 (Orgikh Bulag in the east 
and Bayan Bulag in the south) that had flows into the Lake. 
However, today there is only one natural spring “Orgikh Bulag” 
flowing into the Lake, according to the locals. As such, the Lake 
and its surrounding wetlands are being faced to the threats 
such as loss of water sources, contraction of water surface 
area, imbalance in soil and water chemical concentrations 
and biological system of the Lake’s water that are somehow 
related to the current climate change on one hand and human 
interventions on other hand. The Lake’s water level were 
lowered by 100-200cm between 2000 and 2017 due to increased 
average annual air temperature and total evaporation and 
reduced annual rainfall in the region.

Ganga Lake had the lowest water levels (almost shrunk) in 
subsequent years of 2016 and 2017. As a result, the average 
mineralization and algae contents have increased (MoET, 2017). 
However, the Lake’s water level started to gradually upgrade 
from May, 2019 and had appropriate water level by August 10, 
2019 when the maximum amount or 16.6mm of rainfall a day 
in the year occurred in the region. In addition, the Lake water 
has been heavily polluted by livestock wastes and soil and 
vegetation covers have been also deteriorated due to drastic 
increase and concentration of herds within the Lake zone. The 
water pollution is leading to increase in algae distributions in 
the Lake and sand is blown and deposited at the Lake bottom. 
As a result of these impacts, the natural water purification 
process in the Lake has been prevented. Furthermore, over-
use of forest resources has been contributing in reduced 
water level. Therefore, a priority is being given to the Lake 
conservation by fencing and making its vicinity free of livestock 
to reduced their direct impacts on the Lake and its wetlands.

THREAT

© П.Ганхуяг© Munkhchuluun B./WWF Mongolia 
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Conservation management of Ganga Lake and its surrounding 
wetlands lies with the Administration of Dariganga NP and 
one of their conservation targets is the Lake Ganga and the 
natural springs inflowing into the Lake. Therefore, the NP 
administration is implementing conservation actions within the 
Lake and its surrounding wetlands through its management 
plan.

Paid particular attention to conservation, preservation and 
restoration of the Lake, the local communities and people of 
Mongolia have initiated a number of campaigns and efforts to 

CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT AND 
COOPERAITON 

restore the Lake Ganga and its wetlands. (Map 3. Travel routes 
within Dariganga NP)

For instance, in 2015 a protection fence (livestock exclosure) 
was built along the Lake to reduce herd impacts on the Lake 
and forest strip was established. In 2016, the protection fence 
was expanded and improved. As a result, the fenced areas were 
freed from livestocks and prevented from overgrazing. In the 
meantime, monitoring and research was started at the Lake. 
Based on their results and conclusions, the actions to protect 
water sources and increase water discharges to the Lake have 
been started. Thus, a priority is given to the participatory 
conservation approach through reflecting target conservation 
values in the management plan in order to maintain the 
region’s ecosystem balance in the future.

Studies on water resource and climate 
change within Duut Lake were carried out 
by a research team from the Environmental 
Studies Unit at the Institute of Hydrology, 
Meteorology, and Environment Monitoring 
in 2012. Currently, no specific conservation 
actions have not started yet on the ground. 
Thus, conservation actions are inevitably 
necessary for the Lake.

Wildlife Science and Conservation Centre 
of Mongolia (WSCC-Mongolia) established 
Dariganga Bird Ringing Station (DBRS) near 
Moltsog Sand in the northeast of Ganga 
Lake in autumn, 2018. The station aims to 
carry-out longterm monitoring and studies 
on passerines migrating through Lakes 
and their wetlands in Eastern Mongolia. At 
present, the station is focusing on the birds’ 
autumn migration season.

Dariganga NP is a part of major historical and 
natural tourism destinations in the country. 
Established travel routes within the park, 
the park administration is collaborating 
with local communities, business entities, 
and institutions to develop sustainable eco-
tourism within the park (Map 3).Map 3. Dariganga NR trip route 
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