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HE second day of

February every

year is designated as World

Wetlands Day. This date marks
the signing of the convention of wet-
lands in the city of Ramsar in Iran in
1971.

However, the first World Wetlands Day
was celebrated 26 years later. Besides com-
memorating this historic date, govern-
ments, NGOs and citizens of the world on
this day and the weeks leading up to it, are
encouraged to raise awareness of the value
of these fragile ecosystems and particular-
ly the Ramsar Convention. The theme of
this year’s celebration is “Wetlands,
Biodiversity and Climate change”. You may
wonder why biodiversity has been integrat-
ed into this year’s theme; this was done
because the UN has designated 2010 as the
International Year of Biodiversity.

There are a variety of wetland ecosys-
tems on the planet, for instance, marshes,
swamps, floodplains, coral reef, lakes,
lagoons, shallow seas and estuaries, just to
name a few. In this article I would like to
introduce you to some of the important
roles they play to the organisms in our
environment including humans, as well as
highlight some threats they face, and in
general how they maintain the balance in
our environment

To many people wetlands are viewed as
wasted land but these ecosystems provide
valuable services to the environment and
humans. One of these services includs
ing as a filter preventing pollutants,
ments and chemicals, such as phosphorous
and heavy metals from progressing and
entering our waterw: They act as natu-
ral waste treatment centres breaking down
suspended solids and neutralising bacteria
If this polluted water, is allowed to enter
our water ways and oceans it will kill fish
and other plants and animals that they feed
on. Wetlands provide the world with
almost two-thirds of its fish harvest, there-
fore destruction of these fragile ecosystems
can disrupt our food supply, as well as the
livelihoods of people who depend on these
waters.

Wetlands also act as filters for gases
such as nitrogen, where in the form of
nitrate in the water it is transformed into
harmless gaseous nitrogen by the bacteria
in the water and is released back into the
atmosphere. In the form of a gas, nitrogen
cannot be used by plants however, in its
nitrate form it can be taken up by their
roots and is important for growth. However,
it must be cycled through the wetland and

returned to the atmosphere to be used
again,

There are many animals whose life
cycles depend on these wetlands; for exam
ple, migratory birds depend on them for
breeding and for food. Interference with
these habitats will cause the birds to aban-
don the affected area and seek an alterna-
tive wetland area that may be less suitable;
this often results in the demise of that par-
ticular population.

Wetlands also act as nurseries to ani-
mals such as certain species of crabs and
fish, which live between the roots of man-
groves. Therefore these ecosystems play a
vital role in the lifecycle of some of our
food sources. Wetlands like marshes are
also needed to grow plants we depend on
for food, such as, rice.

Wetlands also protect our lives, by pro-
tecting us against storms and hurricanes.
Wetland ecosystems also protect us from
terrestrial natural disasters like floods,

since they take up water like a sponge but
release it slowly back into the environ
ment

In the last century over a half of the
world’s wetlands have been destroyed and
the world’s wetlands face many thre:
The primary one which we all know is the
destruction of wetlands to facilitate expan-
sion or establishment of urban commercial
and industrial areas. An example of rapid
wetland destruction is the Philippines
where 80% of their coastal wetlands have
been destroyed in the past three decades.
In Trinidad and Tobago, despite a NO NET
LOSS of wetlands policy, we are steadily
filling in wetlands for housing, private
development and agriculture. These
ecosystems and. the services they provide
are lost forever.

Climate change is another major threat
to the world’s wetlands. Global warming
which is an effect of climate change causes
the ice at the poles to melt. This in turn

leads to a rise in sea levels which leads to
shallow wetland areas becoming flooded
and swamped. In some areas this is so
severe that mangrove trees are submerged
and die. However, other wetlands such as,
floodplains, marshes and estuaries ar
dying because of an entirely opposite rea
son - drought. This is because in some
countries these ecosystems are fed by fresh-
water which comes from slowly melting ice
on the tops of mountains. However, with
climate change this ice melts fast resulting
in floods and the high temperatures do not
encourage their growth, so that the supply
of water to the low lying areas is not
replenished

Our terrestrial wetland ecosystems are
not the only ones under threat, subter
ranean wetland ecosystems, like the undel
ground water table is vulnerable to
exploitation to supply the needs of a grow-
ing population, such as for urban areas,
houses, farms, industries and the tourism
sector. But this water table not only sup-
plies our needs but the needs of millions of
plants.

We may think that we need the water
more than they do but remember plants
remove the carbon dioxide which animals
including humans put into the air, which
they replace with oxygen which we need.
Carbon dioxide also traps heat and the
excessive amount in the atmosphere is
what is responsible for the green house
effect. Therefore, without plants to absorb
the carbon dioxide in the air, temperatures
would eventually rise to a level that makes
life unbearable and difficult for some
species to survive. Some lesser known
threats to wetlands that we might not think
about include military action in other parts
of the world; this is responsible for the
damage to the marshes of Iraq

With most of these threats listed it is
clear to see why biodiversity forms part of
this year’s theme. Simply because besides
being home to numerous species of aquatic
plants, they are home to many different
species animals for part or all of their lives,
‘When they are destroyed, a major part of
oui'1 planet’s biodiversity is destroyed as
well.

Despite there being a wide variety of
wetlands, they are all fragile and need our
protection if they are to continue to exist
and carry out the natural services they pro-
vide. Protecting our coastlines from
storms, providing suitable habitat for fish,
crustaceans, birds and a variety of other
animals, filtering our water and replenish-
ing the nitrogen in the air are major servic-
es provided. Without these ecosystems the
balance of our environment would net

exist.
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