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Before we begin looking at the Bird of the Year for 2013, the White-winged Flufftail, let’s first get to 

grips with where it lives.  Then we can take action to conserve not only the areas in which we find 

the White-winged Flufftail, but ultimately the birds themselves.   

The White-winged Flufftail it is most commonly found in upland marshes and vleis with dense, lush 

and rapidly growing vegetation that is flooded to a depth of around 20 cm.  But let’s start our 

journey by looking at wetlands in general.   

As defined by the Ramsar Convention, wetlands include a wide variety of habitats such as marshes, 

peatlands, floodplains, rivers and lakes, and coastal areas such as saltmarshes, mangroves, seagrass 

beds, and even coral reefs and other marine areas no deeper than six metres at low tide, as well as 

human-made wetlands such as waste-water treatment ponds and reservoirs. 

Wetlands cover 6% of the earth’s land surface and occur in both the northern and southern 

hemispheres, from frozen areas to tropical forests.  The soil of a wetland is waterlogged for at least 

part of the year.  The water could be flowing, like a river, or standing still; it could be fresh, brackish 

or salty, especially if found near the coast.   

How do wetlands differ from other ecosystems?  Wetlands have the following characteristics: 

• High water table: The water table in wetlands is close to or above the soil surface for all or part of 

the year. 

• Soil saturation: Wetland soils are waterlogged or hydromorphic. Oxygen in these soils has been 

depleted through the chemical process known as reduction. 

• Hydrophytic plants: Wetlands support plants that have adapted to growing in saturated soils and 

that are ‘water-loving’. 

 

Wakkerstroom Vlei    ©Andre Steenkamp 

Lesson 1 – What is a wetland and where do we find this ecosystem? 

Background reading  
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The different wetland types are found in characteristic positions in the landscape.  Refer to the 

following diagrams: 

Area 1 ― Stream source  

These areas are often overlooked as wetlands 

but are seen as green oases.  They are often 

overgrazed, leading to donga formation on the 

hillsides, or have too much of their water 

dammed or channelled away to be used on 

farms.   

Area 2 ― Basin  

Depressions may occur almost anywhere, with 

open water and water-loving fringe vegetation. 

Such pans, lakes or dams.  Pans and lakes are 

natural formations, dams are man-made. 

Area 3 ― Plains  

These areas experience gentle gradients and can 

occur at any altitude. Wetlands on plains are often 

referred to as vleis, marshes and swamps.   

Area 4 ― Stream bank  

The banks lining streams support specialised 

vegetation, and become flooded after heavy rain 

upstream. 

Area 5 ― Estuary  

An estuary is the point at which a river reaches the 

sea. Most estuaries are tidal in that the river level 

rises as high tide pushes in, sometimes quite far 

inland. Estuary water is salty nearest the sea, 

gradually becoming fresher upstream. When river 

flow is low, for example during the dry season, the 

river sometimes becomes dammed behind beach sand, forming a lagoon.  

Estuaries and lagoons have some of the most diverse and richest habitats although they face the 

most intense use and are affected the most by the activities from upstream.   

Area 6 ― Marine  

Marine wetlands include: 

Inter-tidal zone of rocky and sandy shores; sub-tidal zone of shallow marine waters and coral reefs 

less than 6 m deep at low tide; and coastal inlets without feeder streams or rivers. 
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More on inland wetland systems 

Inland systems include all ecosystems that are permanently or periodically inundated or saturated 

and have no existing connection to the ocean. The largest diversity of wetland ecosystems occurs 

within this group. Inland systems include a wide range of wetland types ranging from rivers to seeps, 

pans, floodplains, marshes and peatlands. 

Peatlands are ecosystems where - under conditions of permanent water saturation – dead and 

decaying plant material has accumulated to form a thick organic soil layer called peat. Peatlands are 

excellent water stores, providing water during extensive dry periods. They can act as a ‘sponge’ 

regulating the hydrology of downstream ecosystems and buffering against floods and drought. 

Wakkerstroom, a popular birding destination, is a grassy peatland characterised by a mosaic of 

different marshes. It is home to many bird species, including South Africa’s national bird, the Blue 

Crane, as well as Rudd’s Lark, Botha’s Lark, Yellow-breasted Pipit, Blue Korhaan and Southern Bald 

Ibis. 

Normal soil outside the wetland is the light reddish-brown, but peat is almost black. An interesting 

fact about peat is that when you squeeze a handful of peat, the water that comes out is crystal clear, 

unlike normal soil where the water is a muddy brown colour when you squeeze it. 

 

Squeezing peat at Middelpunt farm   © Charmaine Uys 
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Wetlands in South Africa 

The Important Bird Areas (IBA) Programme is one of BirdLife International's most important 

conservation initiatives. The South African IBA Programme is coordinated by BirdLife South Africa.  

The purpose of the IBA Programme is to identify and protect sites that are critical for the long-term 

viability of bird populations.  

Some other important wetlands in South Africa include:     

 Nylsvley Nature Reserve 

 Verloren Valei Nature Reserve 

 Barberspan 

 Blesbokspruit 

 Seekoeivlei Nature Reserve 

 Ndumo Game Reserve, Kosi Bay System, Lake Sibaya, and St Lucia System 

 Natal Drakensberg Park 

 Orange River Mouth 

Wetland 

 Langebaan 

 Wilderness Lakes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Refer to Activity Sheet 1 which contains information about a few wetland sites that are registered as 

Important Bird Areas (IBAs).  Explore these areas with your learners. 


