
 

Bird of the Year 2013 
 

 

White-winged Flufftail 

 

Lesson 2  

What makes a wetland special? 
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Wetlands are very special in the services they provide and the roles they play for each one of us.   
 

1. Erosion Control 
 
The stems and roots of the plants found on the edges stabilize stream banks and lake shores by 

buffering wave action and binding the soil together. This helps to reduce erosion. 

 
2. Filtration 

 
The plants help to filter suspended solids out of water flowing through the wetland. These solids are 

trapped by the stem and root masses, so that water flowing out of the wetland is much cleaner than 

water flowing in. Some of this material provides food for the plants and micro-organisms.  

Suspended solids can enter the wetland through natural or agricultural erosion and runoff, dumping 

of waste, or discharge from industries or storm sewers. When there are large amounts of suspended 

solids, the water is unable to support its natural plant and animal life. Sediment can smother the fish 

eggs, while suspended particles might clog the gills of fish or reduce the amount of sunlight reaching 

submerged plants. The greatest damage is done during the warmer months when most animal 

species are active and plants are growing. Although wetlands can help maintain good water quality, 

there is only so much that they can absorb. Decreasing the amount of pollution entering the water is 

the best way of keeping it clean. 
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3. Water speed control 
 
Wetlands near streams and rivers can act as large, shallow basins where floodwater can spread out. 

This reduces the volume and speed of the water in the stream or river, thereby reducing flood 

damage. At the same time wetlands act as a sponge, by storing water and releasing it slowly later. 

This reduces the effect of dry season droughts. All this helps to maintain longer-lasting, more reliable 

water sources. 

 
4. Water storage 

 
Wetlands retain water for long enough that it can slowly seep into the ground and help recharge 

underground streams and pools. This water eventually supplies other streams that emerge at lower 

altitudes. Many rural communities rely on this groundwater to supply their drinking water, as do 

some commercial farmers who require it for irrigation. 

 
5. Habitat for plants and animals 

 
Wetlands are vital habitats for hundreds of species of plants and animals. They provide shelter and 

protection, as well as feeding, drinking, cooling off, breeding, nesting and nursery sites. Wetland 

vegetation is a vital part of this. Fish, amphibians and invertebrates lay their eggs among the plants 

in order to hide them from predators. The young of many animals, including birds, also find shelter 

in shoreline vegetation. Flufftails, ducks and other waterfowl hide among the plants while flightless 

during the moult, a very dangerous period in their lives. Many insects are equally at risk when they 

are undergoing metamorphosis, and are completely helpless. They would not complete their life 

cycles without dense waterside vegetation. In addition, wetlands are also used as migratory 

stopovers for many bird species. 

 
Nylsvley    ©Albert Froneman 
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6. Livelihood, recreation and sport 
 
Wetlands provide people with a source of livelihood, recreation and sport.  Plants such as wild rice 

can be harvested for food, reeds can be made into mats and baskets. Some medicinal plants are 

found only in wetlands. Many animals, especially fish, are edible and can be caught sustainably. 

Many rural communities base their economy on this way of life, as well as using wetlands for special 

ceremonies or cleansing rituals. Wetlands are becoming an important part of eco-tourism, being 

popular places to hike, canoe, photograph wildlife, watch birds, hunt and fish.   

 

 

More about wetlands in general 

A wetland has three different ‘zones of wetness’. These are distinguished according to the degree of 

soil saturation: 

• Permanent zone: Nearly always 

saturated, located in the deepest, central 

parts of the wetland. 

• Seasonal zone: Saturated for a significant 

part of the rainy season, surrounds the 

permanent zone. 

• Temporary zone: Saturated for only a 

short period of the year, surrounds the 

seasonal zone. The period of saturation in 

this zone is sufficient, under normal 

circumstances, for formation of semi-permanently moist soils and growth of wetland vegetation. 

The vegetation found in wetlands is very different to that found elsewhere. Wetland plants are often 

referred to as hydrophytes (= water-loving). They must be able to adjust to changes in water level, 

and to varying amounts of oxygen in the soil. Waterlogged soil contains little or no oxygen, a 

condition referred to as anoxic. But the plants’ roots must have oxygen to respire, and get it from 

the hollow spaces in the plant stems. Hydrophytes are able to remain upright with hollow stems 

because they are supported by water. 

Wetlands are often very fertile due to the large amount of nutrients filtered and absorbed from the 

water. For this reason floodplains and wetland edges are good places to grow crops and graze cattle. 

However, this needs regulation; otherwise much damage is caused to the wetland which is not easily 

reversed.   

 

Refer to Activity Sheet 2 – Making a model of a functioning wetland. 

 


