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According to the South African Master Plan for Water published recently, more than 50% of South Africa’s wetlands do
not exist anymore. 33% of existing wetlands are in a very bad condition. (LBW, 13/12/2019)

Why World Wetlands Day is celebrated
World Wetlands Day is celebrated every year on February 2 to raise public
awareness about the importance and value of wetlands. The theme for 2020 is
Wetlands and Biodiversity. With the prevailing drought in South Africa it is
important to revisit the themes of the previous two years: 2018 Wetlands for
a Sustainable Urban Future and 2019 Wetlands and Climate Change. In 2021
the theme will be Wetlands and Water. It is obvious that the second decade of
the 21st century will be all about water.

Wetlands and Biodiversity
Wetlands are rich in biodiversity and are a habitat for a dense variety of plant and animal species. Latest estimates show a
global decline in biodiversity, while wetlands are disappearing three times faster than forests. This year's theme is a
unique opportunity to highlight wetland biodiversity, its status, why it matters and promote actions to reverse its loss.
Wetlands are land areas that are saturated or flooded with water either permanently or seasonally. Inland wetlands
include marshes, ponds, lakes, fens, rivers, floodplains, and swamps. Coastal wetlands include saltwater marshes,
estuaries, mangroves, lagoons and even coral reefs. Fish ponds, rice paddies, and saltpans are man-made wetlands.
(SOURCE: https://www.worldwetlandsday.org/about)

Agulhas Plain wetlands
The Nuwejaars Wetland system is an area of immense diversity and conservation value. It consists of rare and endemic
natural fynbos and wetlands, which are all interlinked by the streams and rivers of the Nuwejaars wetland ecosystem. This
system drains the Southern Agulhas Plain forming a number of annual and permanent water bodies or vleis, the most
notable of which are Soetendalsvlei and Voëlvlei, and is inhabited by a large variety of avian and aquatic species, some of
them extremely rare and endangered and some endemic to the area. Agulhas and the surrounding plain are rich in
wetlands, all playing a big role in the biodiversity of the area. It is not only a birding hotspot, but also protects many plant
species, many of which are endemic to the area. The conservation value of the system is further enhanced as it ultimately
feeds into the Heuningnes River, on which is situated the De Mond Estuary, already listed as a Ramsar Wetland of
International Importance. The very low gradients in the south-eastern plain result in significant wetland development, and
create the second largest lacustrine wetland (deep standing or slow moving) in South Africa, Soetendalsvlei. The Agulhas
region is unique in terms of the wide variety of wetlands (freshwater springs, rivers, estuaries, lakes, vleis and endorheic
pans) that occur within a relatively small area.

Soetendalsvlei 2019, gripped in a 50 year drought cycle



Groundwater and wetlands – Marlese Nel
Wetlands are present in climates and landscapes that cause groundwater to
discharge to the land surface or that prevent rapid drainage of water from
the land surface. Similarly to streams and lakes, wetlands can receive
groundwater inflow, recharge groundwater, or both. According to the
National Water Act, a wetland is defined as ‘land which is transitionary
between terrestrial and aquatic systems, where the water table is usually at
or near the surface, or the land is periodically covered with shallow water,
and which land in normal circumstances supports or would support
vegetation typically adapted to life in saturated soil’. Not all wetlands are
entirely reliant on groundwater, but most have a dependency on
groundwater. Wetlands are one of the discharge points of groundwater on
the surface. Wetlands are important for a number of reasons. Apart from
being rich in biodiversity they regulate among other things stream flow and
reduce floods; purify water and provide erosion control.

Groundwater and climate change
Researchers are not sure yet what the effect of climate change will be on
groundwater. They expect that rainfall will be more variable, less snow
and retreating glaciers, because of higher temperatures, will reduce the
replenishment of ground water. The rise in sea level because of climate
change, can increase the penetration of salt water into underground
aquifers. (LBW, 18/05/2018)

National Wetland Policy
South Africa has a National Wetland Policy. Recognising the scarcity, value and threatened status of its wetlands, South
Africa has focused much energy on wetlands at the level of national policy in the last four decades. At international level,
South Africa was a founding member of the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands. The country opted not to develop a stand-
alone wetland policy, but to incorporate objectives relating to wetland conservation and its wise use into relevant sectoral
policies, including those covering environment, agriculture, biodiversity and water. Some of the tools to support the
implementation of this wetland-related policy are discussed in this document, together with ongoing challenges. Go to
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311894707_National_Wetland_Policy_South_Africa for more information.

Wetlands and aquifers
Wetlands and aquifers are related because wetlands filter into aquifers to store water for usage and consumption. A
wetland could also be a place where groundwater discharges to the surface.
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What is an aquifer? – Marlese Nel
An aquifer is an underground layer of water-bearing rock. Water-bearing
rocks are permeable, meaning that they have openings that liquids and
gases can pass through. Sedimentary rock such as sandstone, as well as
sand and gravel, are examples of water-bearing rock. The top of the
water level in an aquifer is called the water table. The word ‘aquifer’ is
derived from two Latin words, aqua (water), and fer (to carry). This
explains what some subsurface formations do: they carry water. There
are many different variations of geology and hydrology that may make an
aquifer. Some aquifers extend over long distances and to great depths.
However, many aquifers are small, only a few hectares in area. To
understand these groundwater systems better, geological cross-sections
are very useful. They help to form a picture of the subsurface by showing
the different geological layers and their dimensions.

A hidden resource to be reckoned with – the Table Mountain group aquifer – Marlese Nel
The formations of the Table Mountain Group were formed some 400 million years ago when sediments were washed
down prehistoric rivers and deposited in a shallow marine environment. Over time the layers became buried, eventually
forming rocks such as quarts sandstones, shales and siltstones under the increasing pressures and temperatures.
Continental movement caused the layers to be squeezed into folds. The Table Mountain Group is the lowest component
of the Cape Supergroup and constitutes the largest parts of the Cape Fold Belt Mountains. The Table Mountain Group of
rocks comprise a major sedimentary unit that stretches from Vanrhynsdorp in the north to Port Elizabeth in the east,
forming an arc of mountain ranges running south parallel to the west coast and then curving sharply east parallel to the
south coast. The depth extensions of the aquifer are confirmed by the numerous hot springs that occur exclusively within
the Table Mountain Group. A large number of users access water from the aquifer, some exclusively so. There are more
than 30 major users of groundwater, among them numerous towns that are completely dependent on the aquifer as
their sole source of water. These are places like Steytlerville, Jeffreys Bay, St Francis Bay and Humansdorp in the east,
Bredasdorp, Struisbaai and Botrivier in the south and Lamberts Bay, Leopoldville and Graafwater in the west. Research
and testing is ongoing and expectations are high for this potential large-scale water resource.

Groundwater: the myths, the truths and the basics
For more interesting information on groundwater go to
http://www.wrc.org.za/wpcontent/uploads/mdocs/Groundwater%20book_web.
pdf. Hard copies of Groundwater can be ordered from orders@wrc.org.za. A
series of articles by Marlese Nel were also published in the 2018 eBulletins.

Salt water intrusion: something to keep in mind – Marlese Nel
The Earth’s water is made up of 97.5% saltwater… If all water on the earth could
fit in a bucket, only one teaspoonful would be drinkable. The location and
magnitude of the groundwater abstraction in relation to the location of the
saltwater determines how quickly and by how much the saltwater moves. One of
the major concerns common at coastal aquifers is the induced flow of saltwater
into freshwater aquifers caused by irresponsible groundwater development.
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The first windmills – Marlese Nel
The arrival of the windmill brought huge changes to the water business. The first mills were rickety and crude. All parts

were made of wood and nothing short of a gushing Cape southeaster wind was required to get them going. The first

recordings of windmills in the country were around Graaff-Reinet and the 1869 census a ‘windmill for irrigation at

Adendorp’, near Graaff-Reinet was recorded and the following year ‘two windmills for irrigation’ on the nearby farm of

Buffelshoek were reported. In 1874 the first imported wooden windmill was set up on the farm of PJ du Toit of

Hopetown. In 1880 the first imported drilling machine arrived in South Africa. The windmill only became practical once

an American company started making them with steel heads in 1888. The first windmills were imported into South Africa

in 1893 and their marketing slogan made quite an impact: “Wherever you go, you see them: wherever you see them,

they go.” Between 1910 and 1984 the Department of Water and Sanitation sank a total of 125 000 boreholes in South

Africa. This adds up to a total distance of 7,6 million metres!

Wetlands conservation in the Agulhas National Park
The Agulhas National Park has in the last two years made significant strides towards the rehabilitation of substantial areas
of wetlands, ensuring thereby that the all-important aquifers are conserved and retained. Since wetland mapping and
ground-truthing began in 2013 a substantial area of wetlands is now conserved within the Agulhas National Park. The
park is 21,682.17 ha in size. The total area of wetlands conserved in the park is 6,577.74 ha, translating to 30.3 % of the
park covered by wetlands. The Agulhas Working for Wetlands Project officially started in July 2004. Over the years the
project successfully restored the various wetland areas within Agulhas NP through plugging artificial drainage channels,
constructing structures (gabions, berms, weirs) to divert or redistribute water to more natural flow paths, removing
invasive alien or undesirable plant species from wetlands and their immediate catchments, as well as implementing many
other interventions. Stabilised areas were revegetated with appropriate wetland and riparian plant species, as well as
ongoing alien invasive plant clearing, which is an important part of wetland rehabilitation. The Agulhas Working for
Wetlands Project also undertook large rehabilitation interventions outside the Agulhas National Park. These include rock
packing to stabilise the banks of the Heuningnes River and estuary, installing gabion structures in tributaries of the
Nuwejaars River at Toekoms and Klein Pietersielies River to curb further head-cut erosion, construction of a weir-basket
at Elim, as well as alien clearing on the farm Dirk Uyskraal along the Ratel River. Through newspaper articles in local
media the public and local communities were made aware of the importance of wetlands and its conservation needs.

Environmental Monitors appointments, Agulhas Working for Wetlands and Water projects
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2020 Working for Wetlands rehabilitation interventions
The Agulhas Working for Wetlands project plans the following interventions

for 2020. Bergplaas - stabilising erosion with groynes, concrete geo-shell

shutes, a gabion weir and rock packing. Upper-Ratel: groynes and

earthworks to allow built-up of sediment along eroded river banks and

direct energy of water away from the banks. Upper-Pietersielieskloof:

concrete geo-cell shutes to stabilise the face of the head-cut. Klein

Pietersielieskloof: a gabion weir to stabilise base flows and trap sediment

and groynes to stabilise the bank. Springfield: rock-packs to stabilise banks

and head-cut erosion.

World Wetlands Day programme, February 7
Working for Wetlands will present a special programme at the Bosheuwel
Precinct on the Elim road, starting at 9:00. The public is welcome to attend.


