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The first thing that you will see on our tour of a
wetland is ... you guessed it: Water! Wetlands

are areas where the ground is covered by water
(less than six meters). Some wetlands like
swamps are wet all or most of the time while
others like flood planes are dry for months
 before flooding again.

If you look around the wetland you will see
many living creatures. In fact more than 100 000

different known species are found in wetlands.
Wetland plants, like reeds and water lilies, are
adapted to live in water and grow fast due to all
the water and nutrients available here. Birds
like flamingos, ducks and pelicans happily

hang around and animals like hippos, frogs,
crocodiles, otters and many kinds of insects,
frogs and fish love to stay in these marvellous
and muddy spots.

Apart from all the creatures that you can
see, wetlands are home to millions upon

 millions of tiny micro-organisms. The mud stuck
to the bottom of your boot contains many bacteria
so small you cannot even see it with your eyes.
These bacteria work hard to break down plant
material and chemicals in the water to make the
nutrients available again for the plants to use.

Not all wetlands look the same. Some are near
the sea and have salty water, like estuaries and
mangroves. Inland wetlands can be marshes
with grass-like plants, or swamps with trees and
shrubs. Did you know that coral reefs are a type
of wetland too?

Reeds and grasses from
 wetlands can be used as

 building material or to make
household items like baskets and

brooms. The root of a specific type of
water lilly can be roasted like a potato and

the delicious local ''waterblommetjie bredie” is
made from the white flowers of the waterblom-
metjie plant found in wetlands. Rice is grown in
man-made wetlands called rice paddies. Some
traditional medicines come from wetlands plants
and many communities depend on fish that they
catch in wetlands to eat and sell to make a living.

Floods, droughts, water pollution ... these horrible disasters
can cause us a lot of trouble! But fear not, nature has a
wonderful solution to help prevent these events: Wetlands!
So grab your hat, put on your water-boots and join us
for a tour of this wild water wonder!!
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Most rivers and streams are brown due to
soil, pieces of rotten plant material and
 pollutants that float about in the water. We call
these undissolved pieces sediment. When fast
flowing water comes into a wetland the water
slows down, spreads around the area and the
sediment has time to sink to the bottom making
the water cleaner. The soil of a wetland acts like
a sponge, storing a lot of water while plants and
micro-organisms also filter the water, further
 purifying it and trapping pollutants. Clean water
can then slowly flow out of the wetland and into
the ground water and outgoing streams.

On 2 February we celebrate World Wetlands
Day, a day to remember the importance of this
very special type of ecosystem. The theme for
2017 is: Wetlands for Disaster Risk Reduction.
Wetlands can hold a lot of water and so act like
a barrier during floods, storing water that could
otherwise flood nearby homes. Wetland plants
help to keep soil in place to prevent the
ground from washing away and can
even help to lessen the speed and
size of waves during hurricanes and
tsunamis. Wetlands also store water
for use during droughts and top-up
underground water stores.

Wetlands are so effective in purifying
water that many cities across the world
now build man-made wetlands to purify
water. In Florida, USA, such an artificial
wetland removes excess farming chemicals
from water before it enters the natural wetlands
of the  Everglades. South Africa has several  
man-made wetlands used to clean sewage
(toilet water) and scientists are researching
 wetlands to purify the dirty water that comes
from mines, called acid mine drainage.

What is a wetland?

Not only superheroes
but also super useful!

Sometimes heroes  
  need help!

Floods, droughts,        pollution ... Wetlands to the rescue!

Superheroes?

South Africa has 22 RAMSAR sites or wetlands of
international importance. Ramsar is an organisa tion
that protects wetlands around the world and help
people understand their importance.

Unfortunately many wetlands have been
 destroyed. Since the year 1900 more than half of
all wetlands have been damaged or completely
lost. Farming, growing cities and pollution threaten
wetlands and the plants, animals and people who
depend on them. A great way to  support wetlands
is to visit one of these during your next family  holiday. 

Visit St Lucia lake in KZN, False Bay Nature
 reserve in the Cape or the Makuleke

Wetlands in Limpopo to name a few.
Join your local  environmental group

to clean up and protect wetlands in
your area.

World Wetlands Day
2 February 2017

Wetlands for 
Disaster Risk Reduction

How 

wetlands 

work ...

  a wetland work?
How does   

Wetlands – Superheroes  

An early form of paper used in ancient Egypt was made from a
 wetland plant called Papyrus. The stem of this plant was cut into thin
strips, laid out and dried to make sheets of paper.
Today most paper is made from the wood of trees grown in  

man-made forests called plantations. Like wetlands, forests take a lot
of carbon out of the air which is important to combat climate change.
Forests play an important role in the water cycle and  provide a safe
place for plants and animal to stay.
In South Africa paper is produced from pine or eucalyptus trees on

land that can't be used for other types of farming. Scientists work to
improve these trees to protect them from diseases and to make more,
good quality paper and other wood products that use less water and
make less waste. Trees are a renewable resource, unlike mined
 materials, which are non-renewable. Paper can be reused or recycled
making it an environmentally friendly way to read the news, package
a snack or do your homework.

   in disguise!

Paper then, paper now


