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Peatlands of Africa
Africa’s peatlands are highly diverse, including tropical swamp 
forests in the Congo Basin, river floodplains in West Africa, 
mountain regions in East Africa, and coastal zones in South Af-
rica. While many remain intact, over 50% are degraded in some 
countries due to land use and climate pressures.



Africa, the second-largest 
landmass on Earth, boasts a 
diverse range of peatland ty-
pes. They prevail in various regi-
ons, including the tropical zone, 
in mountains and on plateaus, 
along the coast, and in river 
fl oodplains and deltas (Map 
1). The Central Congo Basin is 
home to the world's second-lar-
gest tropical peatland complex, 
including hardwood swamp 
forests and palm-dominated 
swamp forests. This region 
features three wetlands of inter-
national importance (Ramsar 
sites): the Grands Affl  uents and 
Lac Télé/Likouala-Aux-Herbes in 
the Republic of Congo, and the 
Ngiri-Tumba-Maindombe in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. 
In 2017, both countries agreed 
to jointly manage these sites, 
creating the largest transboun-
dary Ramsar site in the world, 
covering over 129,000 square 
kilometers of highly diverse 
peatland ecosystems [5]. Many 
peatlands in sub-Saharan Africa 
are associated with large river 
systems such as the Sahelian 
and Zambezian fl oodplains, 
as well as fl ooded savannahs, 
where mineral and organic soils 
are closely intertwined and or-
ganic-rich fl oating mats occur. 
Recently, larger peatlands have 
been identifi ed in West Africa, 
specifi cally in Côte d'Ivoire and 
Nigeria, situated in river fl ood-
plains dominated by Raphia 
peat swamp forests and mang-
roves. Moreover, the mountains 
and equatorial lakes of the 
Great Rift Valley in East Africa 
host open peatlands domina-
ted by Papyrus, grasses, and 
sedges, as well as Raphia-do-
minated peat swamp forests. 
Afromontane and Afroalpine 
peatlands featuring Sphagnum, 
Lobelia and, Dendrosenecio 
can be found above 2,000 me-
ters above sea level in Ethiopia, 
Tanzania, Kenya, Rwanda, Leso-
tho, and South Africa [1, 2]. 

In the South African region, 
peatlands are the best explored 
on the continent and are pre-
dominantly located along the 
east coast where they include 
forested peatlands and mang-
roves, such as those found in 
the Maputaland coastal plain. 
In the Maghreb region of North 
Africa, peatlands are generally 
small and host alder swamps, 
Sphagnum fens and peaty he-
aths with Erica scoparia.
Although only about 8 % of Af-
rica’s peatlands are degraded 
on a continental scale, several 
countries already report that 
more than 50 % of their peat-
lands are degraded [1]. Peat-
lands of South Africa, Burundi, 
Rwanda and Madagascar are 
heavily overused in both high-
lands and lowlands, mainly for 
agriculture. Peatlands in the 
Nile Basin are degrading at an 
alarming rate caused by agri-
culture, extraction, infrastruc-
ture development, and climate 
change, which severely impacts 
livelihoods, especially by affec-
ting the provision of clean wa-
ter. However, there are still large 
intact peatlands in Africa, such 
as the Sudd in South Sudan, 
the Angola Highlands, the Peat 
Swamp Forests along the coast 
of Côte d'Ivoire and the Cuvette 
Central in the Congo Basin [1, 
2]. Unfortunately, recent ini-
tiatives have been announced 
that involve logging, oil and gas 
exploration, dam building, and 
infrastructure development in 
the Congo Basin putting these 
peatlands at signifi cant risk. 

Peatlands of Africa

So
ur

ce
s:

 1
. U

N
EP

 (2
02

2)
 G

lo
ba

l P
ea

tla
nd

s 
As

se
ss

m
en

t –
 T

he
 S

ta
te

 o
f t

he
 

W
or

ld
’s 

Pe
at

la
nd

s:
 E

vi
de

nc
e 

fo
r a

ct
io

n 
to

w
ar

d 
th

e 
co

ns
er

va
tio

n,
 re

st
or

at
io

n,
 

an
d 

su
st

ai
na

bl
e 

m
an

ag
em

en
t o

f p
ea

tla
nd

s.
 M

ai
n 

R
ep

or
t, 

G
lo

ba
l P

ea
tla

nd
s 

In
iti

at
iv

e,
 U

ni
te

d 
N

at
io

ns
 E

nv
iro

nm
en

t P
ro

gr
am

m
e,

 N
ai

ro
bi

. 2
. G

re
ifs

w
al

d 
M

ire
 

C
en

tr
e 

(2
02

2)
 G

lo
ba

l P
ea

tla
nd

 M
ap

 2
.0

. U
nd

er
ly

in
g 

da
ta

se
t o

f t
he

 U
N

EP
 G

lo
ba

l 
Pe

at
la

nd
 A

ss
es

sm
en

t. 
3.

 P
ee

l, 
M

. C
., 

Fi
nl

ay
so

n,
 B

. L
., 

M
cM

ah
on

, T
. A

. (
20

07
) 

U
pd

at
ed

 w
or

ld
 m

ap
 o

f t
he

 K
öp

pe
n-

G
ei

ge
r c

lim
at

e 
cl

as
si

fic
at

io
n,

 H
yd

ro
l. 

Ea
rt

h 
Sy

st
. S

ci
.: 

16
33

-1
64

4.
 4

. A
ng

ol
a 

H
ig

hl
an

d 
ph

ot
o 

re
pr

od
uc

ed
 w

ith
 p

er
m

is
si

on
 

of
 th

e 
N

at
io

na
l G

eo
gr

ap
hi

c 
O

ka
va

ng
o 

W
ild

er
ne

ss
 P

ro
je

ct
. 5

. D
at

a 
 e

xt
ra

ct
ed

 
fr

om
 th

e 
R

am
sa

r S
ite

s 
In

fo
rm

at
io

n 
Se

rv
ic

e 
6.

 G
re

ifs
w

al
d 

M
ire

 C
en

tr
e 

(2
02

2)
 

C
ou

nt
ry

-w
is

e 
G

lo
ba

l P
ea

tla
nd

 e
m

is
si

on
 D

at
ab

as
e 

(2
02

2)
 S

ta
tis

tic
s 

fo
r (

dr
ai

ne
d)

 
pe

at
la

nd
s 

an
d 

G
H

G
 e

m
is

si
on

s 
in

 2
68

 c
ou

nt
rie

s 
an

d 
re

gi
on

s.
 6

. J
oo

st
en

, H
. 

(2
00

9)
. T

he
 G

lo
ba

l P
ea

tla
nd

 C
O

2 
Pi

ct
ur

e.
 P

ea
tla

nd
 s

ta
tu

s 
an

d 
dr

ai
na

ge
 a

ss
oc

ia
-

te
d 

em
is

si
on

s 
in

 a
ll 

co
un

tr
ie

s 
of

 th
e 

W
or

ld
. W

et
la

nd
s 

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l, 
Ed

e,
 1

0 
p.

 +
 

ta
bl

es
. 7

. G
re

ifs
w

al
d 

M
ire

 C
en

tr
e 

(2
02

4)
. D

ra
ft

 p
ea

tla
nd

 re
gi

on
al

ity
 m

ap
s 

fo
r t

he
 

W
or

ld
. c

on
ta

ct
: a

le
x.

ba
rt

he
lm

es
@

gr
ei

fs
w

al
dm

oo
r.d

e 
8.

 D
at

a 
ex

tr
ac

te
d 

fr
om

 th
e 

IU
C

N
 R

ed
 L

is
t o

f T
hr

ea
te

ne
d 

Sp
ec

ie
s 

(V
U

 =
 v

ul
ne

ra
bl

e;
 E

N
 =

 e
nd

an
ge

re
d;

 C
R

 =
 

cr
iti

ca
lly

 e
nd

an
ge

re
d)

.

Share of global peatland area (8 % [1, 6]) 

     Peatland distribution centres
1: Central Congo Basin
2: Angolan Highlands / Zambesian Plateau 
3: Madagascar
4: Albertine Rift
5: West-African Coast 
    (incl. Niger Delta)

Montane fen, Ethiopia© C. Tegetmeyer

Papyrus swamp, Sudan  © H. Joosten

Tanzania © A. Barthelmes

Palmiet wetland, South Africa © WWF Zambia

• Total peatland area: 39 million ha
• Distribution: Congo Basin, Albertine Rift, Madagascar, 

Highlands of Zambia and Angola, West-African coast
• Peatland cover over total regional surface area: 1 %
• Share of global peatland area: 8 %
• Degraded peatlands: 8 %
• Annual GHG emissions from peatlands: 130 Mt CO2e / yr
• Share of global GHG emissions from peatlands: 7 %
• Peatlands within protected areas: 35 %
• Top 5 countries with largest peatland area:

1. Democratic Republic of the Congo (18,157,111 ha) 
2. Republic of the Congo (9,540,799 ha)
3. Nigeria (2,155,663 ha)
4. Zambia (1,565,696 ha)
5. Angola (891,630 ha)

• Total peatland carbon stock: 36,896  Mt C [6]
• Threatened peatland species: Flora: 66 VU, 80 EN, 

30 CR; Fauna: 81 VU, 66 EN, 31 CR [8]
• Ramsar Wetlands of International Importance with peat:

31 sites (7.3 % of total Ramsar sites in Africa [5])

Map 1 Peatland distribution in Africa [1, 2]

Map 2 Africa’s peatland regionality map [7]

Peat Swamp Forest, Lac Tele (DRC) © B. Evans
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Figure 1 Status of peatlands (% [1, 6])

I N-African Mediterranean marsh, II N-African dryland grassy marsh, 
III N-African flooded grassland, IV W-African wooded savannah 
marsh, V (Sub-)tropical savanna marsh, VI Horn of Africa dryland 
marsh, VII African mountain compound fen and bog, VIII African 
lowland (peat) swamp, IX Zambesi and Okavango flooded grassland, 
X S-African dryland grassy marsh, XI S-African Mediterranean marsh, 
XII W-Madagascar coastal and upland marsh, XIII E-Madagascar 
mangrove, coastal marsh and (peat) swamp, XIV African mangrove, 
coastal marsh and (peat) swamp

Angola Highlands © M. Lourenço
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