
February, 2012: The Nuwejaars Wetland Special Management Area (NWSMA) is to be the focus of an 

extensive climate change study. Researchers plan to assess the buried peat beds that characterise 

the wetland, in order to determine their age and how vulnerable they are to degradation.  

  

Peat beds are essentially layers of undecayed organic matter that have built up over time in a 

waterlogged environment. They are estimated to grow at just 1mm every year, which would make a 

metre of peat 1000 years old. In the case of the NWSMA, the peat is believed to have been formed 

by dense stands of 'palmiet' which have largely been destroyed by floods.  

  

Peat is important for the healthy functioning of wetlands and provides vital ecosystem services to 

communities living in the area. They store water, reduce the impact of flooding and store large 

quantities of carbon as organic matter. If peat is allowed to dry out, this carbon is released into the 

atmosphere which in turn contributes to climate change. 

  

According to C4 EcoSolutions CEO Dr Anthony Mills, whose team will conduct the research, much 

peat is likely to have been buried under sand from floodwaters in the NWSMA over the years. "As a 

result, the full extent of intact peat beds and the corresponding water storage and carbon 

sequestration capacity of the system are currently unknown. However, this information is important 

to inform management activities aimed at restoring and protecting valuable or vulnerable wetland 

sites in the NWSMA." 

  

Based on the study, researchers will also be able to determine effective interventions and measures 

that reduce the vulnerability and restore the natural capital of the region's peat beds. Mills says 

these interventions will prove vital for the NWSMA and its stakeholders, including local 

municipalities, the Department of Agriculture and the Department of Water Affairs. C4 EcoSolutions 

is currently sourcing funding for the research. 


