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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 on February 2, 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 were 172 Contracting Parties (member countries) 
and a total of 2,431 wetlands covering 254,620,630 hectares 
of internationally importance in List in the Appendix to the 
Ramsar Convention.

 What is a 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 a 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 biographic 
region;

CONVENTION ON THE WETLANDS 
OF INTERNATIONAL IMPORTANCE 
ESPECIALLY AS WATERFOWL HABITAT 



4 Wetlands of international importance 5Khar us lake

B 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. 

  Why do wetlands need to be protected? 

There are numerous types of wetlands exiting worldwide. 
Each type of wetland provides habitat for thousands of species 
of terrestrial and aquatic plants and animals. Wetlands are 
valuable for flood protection, water quality improvement, and 
riparian zone and shoreline erosion control. Also, wetlands 
have recreational, aesthetical, and cultural values. 
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Map 1. Sites in Mongolia designated in the Ramsar Convention 
Appendix List
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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 of 2021, Mongolia has included a total of 1,439,530 ha of 
its 11 designated areas in the Ramsar Convention Appendix 
List. Three sites out of 11 Ramsar sites in Mongolia are still 
outside the national PA network (Table 1) while the rest are 
included in the national PA system and conservation activities 
are undertaken in accordance with their protection status in 
the PA network. 

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.
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Name: Khar Us Lake
Ramsar site code: 976
Area: 321,360 ha
Location: 47°58'N 92°49'E
Elevation: 1160 m

KHAR US LAKE AND ITS 
WETLANDS 

IMPORTANCE OF WETLANDS IN WESTERN 
MONGOLIA
A primary role wetlands play is that they act as an ecological 
regulator for maintaining water regimes and wildlife (flora and 
fauna) habitats. Geographically, Western Mongolia lies along 
two (routes of Central Asian and East Asian-Australian-Asian 
flyways) out of eight major worldwide flyways for migratory 
birds travelling between Africa-India, South Asia and Siberia 
and Europe. Thus, it is one of the strategically important regions 
that support major lakes and their wetlands, where migratory 
birds do stopover and rest during their seasonal migrations. 
One of these lakes and wetlands in the region is Khar Us Lake 
and its wetlands. 

© Amarkhuu G.



LOCATION
Khar Us Lake and its wetlands lie at 20 km in the east from 
Khovd town, the centre of Khovd province, and at more than 
1,600 km from Ulaanbaatar, the Capital City of Mongolia. 
Located in Great Lakes’ Depression, the Lake Khar Us and its 
wetlands are surrounded by Mongol Altay Range in the west, 
by Sayan Range in the north, Khangay Range in the east, and 
by Govi Altay Range in the south. It is the region with specific 
physic-geographic and geomorphological characteristics. 
Rivers Khovd, Buant, and Tsenkher inflow into the Lake while 
River Chono-Kharaikh outflows from the Lake. According to the 
administrative unit divisions, the Lake and its wetlands entirely 
are in a territory of Khovd province. A total covering area of 
the Lake and its wetlands is 321,360 ha including 185,920 ha of 
Khar Us Lake’ water surface. 

JUSTIFICATION FOR LISTING AS THE RAMSAR CONVENTION SITE
Khar Us Lake lies in Great Lakes’ Depression according to 
its bio-geographic province. The Lake and its wetlands are a 
home to many threatened and near threatened wildlife (e.g. 
mammal, bird, and plant) species. Annually, more than 20,000 
individuals of waterfowls do occur at the Lake and its wetlands. 
The species recorded include 11 regionally threatened and five 
globally threatened bird species according to the IUCN Red List 
Criteria. Also, there are nine bird species, whose populations 
occurring at the Lake are estimated at 1% and above against 
their global populations during their seasonal migrations. 
Such specific characteristics of the Lake and its wetlands 
meeting I, II, III, IV out of nine criteria for designation of Ramsar 
Convention sites made Khar Us Lake and its wetlands to be 
officially designated as the Ramsar Convention site on April 6, 
1999.

Map 2. Khar Us Lake and its wetlands 
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INCLUSION OF THE WETLANDS IN THE 
NATIONAL PROTECTED AREA NETWORK
Khar Us Lake and its vicinity were included in the national 
Protected Area with a National Park by the State Ikh Khural 
(the Parliament) Resolution No. 47 in 1997 to protect specific 
natural formations including habitats for threatened wildlife, 
fresh water lakes in terrestrial land, Gobi Desert, steppe, and 
Mongol Altay’s alpine with permanent snow covers and ensure 
intact bird habitats including reeds and canes around the Lake 
and its wetlands. Khar Us Lake National Park covers a total of 
852,997 hectares included vicinities of Khar Us, Khar Nuur, and 
Durgun Lakes in territory of Khovd province. The park’s daily 
conservation management lies with Administration of Khar Us 
State Protected Areas. According to the administration unit 
divisions, Khar Us Lake and its wetlands lie in territories of 
Myangad, Durgun, Chandmani, Mankhan, and Buyant soums 
(sub-provinces) of Khovd aimag (provinces). Khar Us Lake and 
its wetlands are entirely included in the National Park.

Khar Us Lake and its wetlands includes Khar, Durgun, and Dalai 
Lakes and Chonokharaih River. Khar Us Lake is one of four lakes 
in the country with an area of more than 1,000 km2. A total area 
of the Lake along with their islands is 185,920 hectares which is 
25.8 km wide and 72.2 km long. There are quite many islands 
located and the largest island is Agvash Island which covers 
40,000 hectares and is about 30 km long and elevated at 272 
m above the Lake’s water surface. This largest island basically 
divides Khar Us Lake into two sections: northern and southern. 
Khar Us Lake is relatively sizable in its covering area, but it is a 
shallow and fresh water lake. The deepest part of the Lake is 
4.4 m and the average depth is 2 m. The Lake and its wetlands 
are distributed by more than 200 migratory bird species for 
nesting and spending their summers. All these specifics 
upgrade the region’s international conservation values. 

Khar Lake is in the east from Khar Us Lake and the Lakes are 
connected by Chonokharaih River. Khar Lake covers a total of 
57,480 hectares which is 23.6 km wide and 36.8 km long. Excess 
water from the Lake are drained by Khom channel into Durgun 
Lake which is in the south of Khar Lake. Durgun Lake covers a 
total of 30,500 hectares which is 17 km wide and 24 km long. 

HABITAT CHARACTERISTICS OF KHAR US LAKE 
AND ITS WETLANDS 

© Amarkhuu G.

© Amarkhuu G.
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Fauna compositions and distributions in the region are 
characterized by specific features of high mountainous belt 
and its relief. There are 54 mammalian species of 30 genera of 
14 families of six orders recorded in the vicinity of Khar Us Lake 
and 11 of them are rare and very rare species. From rodents, 
there are 44 species of small rodents including Eurasian beaver 
(Castor fiber), Eurasian water shrew (Neomys fodiens), zaisan 
mole vole (Ellobius tancrei) recorded. From rare (endangered) 
wildlife, the snow leopard (Uncia uncia), Altay Argali sheep (Ovis 
ammon), Mongolian saiga (Saiga tatarica mongolica), wild boar 
(Sus scrofa), Siberian ibex (Capra sibirica), and Eurasian beaver 
(Castor fiber) are recorded. In 1972, a population of wild boar 
in reed stand along Khar Us Lake was counted as more than 
200 individuals. However, its population was declined due 
to poaching for use of its blood for traditional medicine and 
other factors. The wild boar population in dense reed stands 
in Tsagaan Bulan and Dalai Lakes was estimated at about 50 
individuals in 1998 wildlife inventory. However, the species 
population was counted as 120 individuals according to the 
2013 inventory, but no official inventory data has been present 
since 2013. 

MAMMAL

BIODIVERSITY

© Amarkhuu G.
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There are 270 species of 35 families of 17 orders recorded 
within Khar Us Lake and its wetlands and which is about 20 per 
cent of the total bird species recorded in Mongolia According 
to their occurrence within Uvs Lake and its wetlands, there are 
140 nesting migrant species, 55 resident species, 45 transit 
migrant species, 20 vagrant species, three summering species, 
and seven wintering species. Moreover, the species recorded 
include seven very rare species and 18 rare species listed in 
the Mongolian Red Book; seven and 31 species listed in CITES 
Appendices 1 and 2 respectively; and 13 and 31 species of birds 
listed in the CMS Appendices I and II, respectively. The species 
listed in the Red Book include the Dalmatian pelican (Pelecanus 
crispus), Eurasian spoonbill (Platalea leucorodia), black stork 
(Ciconia nigra), white-naped crane (Grus vipio), common crane 
(Grus grus), mute swan (Cygnus olor), whooper swan (Cygnus 
cygnus), swan goose (Anser cygnoides), bar-headed goose (Anser 
indicus), white-headed duck (Oxyura leucocephala), white-tailed 
eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla), and Altay snow cock (Tetraogallus 
altaicus). The species such as whooper swan (Cygnus cygnus), 
common goldeneye (Bucephala clangula), common merganser 

BIRD

(Mergus merganser), smew (Mergus albellus), and mallard (Anas 
plathrynchos) do sometimes spend their winters at the Lake 
and its wetlands in the years with abundant water openings 
(unfrozen or open water among ice). The region contains 
diverse geographical zones from floodplains of adjacent 
streams to tops of alpine and high mountains those are rich 
in suitable grounds for nesting and sheltering. Consequently, 
the region’s species compositions are diverse and adaptable to 
different natural belts and zones therein. 

© Tsoggerel B. © Tsoggerel B.© Gankhuyag P.© Amarkhuu G.
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There are four fish species of two 
families recorded in Khar Us Lake 
and its water bodies nearby. The 
species recorded are able to inhabit 
either in freshwater or saline 
water environments. Amongst, 
the Mongolian grayling (Thymallus 
brevirostris) and Altay osman 
(Oreoleuciscus potanini) are game 
species. Fish resources in Khar Us 
and Khar Lakes are assessed as 315 
tons and 590 tons, respectively. So, 
90-150 tons of game fish species 
in these Lakes can be annually 
harvested.

Few species of amphibians and 
reptiles are recorded within Khar 
Us Depression and its surrounding 
areas. From reptiles, the toad-
headed agama (Phrynocephalus 
versicolor), multi-cellated racerunner 
(Eremias multiocellata), Gobi 
racerunner (Eremias przewalskii), 
Pallas’ coluber (Elaphe dione), and 
Central Asian viper (Aqkistrodon 
halys) are abundant.

FISH, AMPHIBIAN, AND 
REPTILE

© Amarkhuu G.
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Depression of Khar Us Lake is distributed by steppe, desert-
steppe, and desert vegetations. There are 457 plant species 
of 234 genera of 58 families recorded. The species recorded 
include 13 very rare, nine rare, and 90 medicinal plant species 
listed in the Mongolian Red Book. The plant species recorded 
in the depression include shrubbery (4.5%), woody (1.2%), 
herbaceous (94.3%), endemic and sub-endemic very rare and 
rare plants (18.1%). There are 19 species endemic to Mongolia 
recorded and 13 of them are recorded within Khar Us Lake’s 
vicinity. The species recorded include the endangered plant 
species such as Nymphaea tetragona, Nymphaea candida, Nuphar 
pumilum, Rhodiola rosea, Oxytropis mongolica, Gueldenstaedtia 
monophylla and Allium altaicum (VU) that are assessed by the 
IUCN Red List criteria.

PLANT

© Amarkhuu G.© Amarkhuu G.
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Studies on historical and cultural sites in the vicinity of Khar Us 
Lake were started in the 1950s. The findings include graves or 
burial sites, rock paintings, pictographs, human and deer stone 
monuments related to the ancient Mongolian histories, Tureg 
scripts monuments and remains or ruins of settlements dated 
to the Stone Period. These facts show that Khar Us Lake’s vicinity 
has been a part of the sites with ancient Mongolian historical 
and cultural monuments, except for its natural wilderness.

The vicinity of Khar Us Lake is abundant by ancient human 
and wildlife related monuments and findings. For instance, the 
historical and cultural sites include ancient burial sites in Ovoot 

CULTURE AND TRADITION
area in Chandmani sub-province; human stone monuments in 
Sartagtai Suvag and Urgust areas in Mankhan and Buyant sub-
provinces; rock wall paintings and pictographs in Dundah Am in 
Jargalant Khairkhan Mountain; and Tureg scripts monuments 
in Uvur Durvulj area. Most of these sites are dated to the Stone, 
Bronze, and Iron Periods and Hunnu State, the first Mongolian 
Empire. Furthermore, Khovd province is a home to diverse 
ethnic groups (e.g. the Khalkhs, the Zakhchins, the Torguuds, 
the Uulds, the Durvuds, the Myangads, the Tuvas, the Kazaks, 
the Chantuus, and the Uriankhas) in the country. These ethnic 
groups residing around Khar Us Lake have upheld a culture of 
traditional livestock husbandry for their generations.

© Munkhchuluun B.
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OTHER APPLICABLE INTERNATIONAL 
TREATIES AND CONVENTIONS 

MN014: The globally threatened 
species such as Dalmatian pelican, 
white-headed duck, whooper swan, 
Pallas’s fish eagle, Lesser kestrel, 
white-naped crane, and relict gull are 
recorded at the Lake and its wetlands. 
The species, whose populations 
occurring at the Lake are estimated 
at 1% and above against their global 
populations during their seasonal 
migrations, include the great crested 
grebe, great cormorant, great white 
egret, Eurasian spoonbill, white-
headed duck, whooper swan, greylag 
goose, bar-headed goose, ruddy 
shelduck, common shelduck, gadwall, 
Eurasian wigeon, red-crested pochard, 
common pochard, and Pallas’s gull do 
stopover at the Lake and its wetlands 
during their migrations. Thus, a total of 
297,265 hectares within Khar Us Lake 
are designated as a part of the IBAs in 
the country. 

MN016: The globally threatened 
species such as Dalmatian pelican, 
white-headed duck, swan goose, 
and Pallas’s fish eagle are recorded. 
The transit migrant species, whose 
populations occurring at the Lake are 
estimated at 1% and above against 
their geographical distributions during 
their seasonal migrations, include the 
great crested grebe, great cormorant, 
graylag goose, bar-headed goose, 
ruddy shelduck, common goldeneye, 
common merganser, common crane, 
northern lapwing, and Caspian tern. 

Important 
Bird Areas (IBAs) in 

Mongolia: 

There are more than 22,400 individuals 
of waterfowl annually recorded at Khar 
Us Lake. The species recorded include 
the threatened and near threatened 
bird species assessed by the IUCN Red 
List criteria. For instance, the species, 
whose populations occurring at the 
Lake are estimated at 1% and above 
against their global populations during 
their seasonal migrations, include the 
gadwall (0.4%): 3,354 individuals; great 
cormorant (3%): 3,612 individuals; 
Eurasian spoonbill (2,5%): 274 
individuals; ruddy shelduck (0.8%): 505 
individuals; common pochard (0.29%): 
1,219 individuals; red-crested pochard 
(3.5%): 4,406 individuals. So, the Lakes 
and their wetlands were included in 
the EAAF Network on July 13, 2016.

2016: East 
Asian-Australian 
Flyway Network 

(EAAF041): 

Thus, a total of 83,798 hectares within 
Khar Lake are designated as a part of 
the IBAs in the country. 

MN017: The globally threatened 
species such as Dalmatian pelican, 
Pallas’s fish eagle, Lesser kestrel, Asian 
dowitcher, and relict gull are recorded. 
Pairs of Dalmatian pelican were nested 
in 1997 and 1998, but they have seen 
only in summer. From migratory 
species, the ruddy shelduck, common 
shelduck, and pied avoset occur in 
Khom steppe with populations above 
1% of their geographical distributions. 
Based on these estimates, a total of 
78,059 hectares of Khom steppe is 
a part of IBAs in the country. Khom 
steppe includes itself some parts of 
Khar and Durgun Lakes, a part of Khar 
Us Lake’ wetlands. These areas are 
a part Gobi that is distributed by the 
threatened species such as houbara 
bustard and Mongolian ground jay.
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Lands around Khar Us Lake are used by local people for 
livestock grazing, hay making, and vegetable growing. 
Currently, overgrazing and decline of vegetation cover have 
become a concern due to increasing herds. Destructive human 
activities e.g. over-use and clear-cut of the bushy plants such 
as Caragana and Artemisia and off-road driving around the 
Lakes are resulting in soil erosion and desertification in the 
region. Water levels of the Lakes are getting lowered due to 
climate change. Lately, some negative impacts on the Lake 
ecosystem have been seen in relation to the introduction of 
the muskrat (Ondatra zibethicus). At the same time, the fish 
transmission channel of Durgun hydropower plant built on 

THREAT
Chonokharaih River has become to negatively impact on 
movement, migration, and population of Mongolian grayling. 
These problems may cause a threat to the Lake ecosystem, 
in particular the fish populations and structures and future 
growths of Zoo and Phyto-planktons, the baseline organisms 
of the Lakes. The Dalmatian pelican is poached to make sweet 
scrapers of race horses of its bills. However, the species 
population is likely to increase, but its growth is slow. A cause 
of this slow growth is related to firstly poaching and secondly, 
human disturbance in nesting grounds at the beginning of the 
species breeding season. All these human impacts are likely 
lead to the habitat loss and declined population of the species. 

© Gankhuyag P.
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Administration of Khar Us Lake State Protected Areas 
collaborates with the local stakeholders at different levels 
including environmental governmental and non-governmental 
organizations, local governments, international and donor 
organizations, business entities, local herders, and university 
and secondary school students under the framework of 
the Law on Special Protected Areas with a focus on National 
Park. Since the establishment of the park administration, 
WWF Mongolia Programme Office has been supporting its 
conservation management and collaborating with the park 
administration. In addition, the local authorities, (six sub-
provinces), Khovd University, WWF Mongolia Programme 
Office, Irves-3 anti-poaching team, Khovd and Buyant River 
Basin Council, and herder communities do cooperate with 

CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT 
AND COOPERAITON

regard to anti-poaching and combat with illegal hunting. In 
the meantime, the park administration in cooperation with 
national ornithological research institutions (e.g. Mongolian 
Bird Conservation Centre) and Wildlife Research and 
Conservation Centre carries out joint studies on breeding and 
migration of Dalmatian pelican, one of the target conservation 
values, to make recommendations for future considerations. A 
management plan for Protected Areas within Khar Us Lake is 
implemented through cooperation with local (sub-provincial) 
authorities, Buffer Zone Councils, departments and offices for 
specialized inspection and emergency management, research 
institutions, local communities (e.g. herder communities) and 
business entities with clear responsibilities.

© Amarkhuu G.
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