
Wetland Ecological Recovery Project 

Returns Lost Species 

By FINSA reporter 02 February 2021  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nuwejaars Wetlands Special Management Area (NWSMA), close to Cape Agulhas, is a 

unique conservation venture. Photo supplied. 

Despite their significance to human life, wetlands are the most threatened of all South 

Africa’s ecosystems. Some good work is being done at the Nuwejaars  wetlands close to Cape 

Agulhas which are being restored to biological health. This includes protecting highly 

endangered vegetation types and bringing back hippos after 200 years of local extinction. 

The Nuwejaars Wetlands Special Management Area (NWSMA) is close to Cape Agulhas, South 

Africa’s southernmost point. It is a unique conservation venture which is supported by 25 

landowners who have signed title deed restrictions to protect the area.  

With the Elim community, they are working to restore these wetlands to ecological health for the 

benefit of people and nature. 
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The work at Nuwejaars is exactly what is being advocated for this year’s World Wetlands Day.  

Celebrated today, 2 February, the focus is on the restoration of wetlands and their importance as a 

source of freshwater. 

This includes invasive alien clearing and rehabilitation along a 5km stretch of the river. A team of 

six now carry out the work and enjoy secure, full-time employment. 

Ramsar site 

These wetlands play a key role in securing regional groundwater flow for downstream 

communities and towns.  

They are also internationally important from a conservation perspective because they feed the 

Heuningnes Estuary at the CapeNature De Mond Reserve.  

This is a Ramsar site, one of South Africa’s 26 wetlands of international importance. It is also an 

Important Bird and Biodiversity Area, and with examples of critically endangered fynbos types. 

A vital part of the work at Nuwejaars is the restoration of palmiet. This unique indigenous plant 

helps to purify water and sequester carbon. 

Fighting climate change 

Thousands of years ago, dense stands of palmiet dominated these wetlands. Over the centuries 

they likely formed the basis of the peat-like soils found here.  

Peat wetlands are vital in the fight against climate change. They store carbon for as long as it 

remains waterlogged, while helping to reduce the impact of floods. 

By the late 1990s, many of these special wetlands faced increasing threats. Overrun by invasive 

alien plants in many places, water flows have been reduced by up to 10%.  

This has caused them to become increasingly degraded and was one of the reasons a group of 

founding landowners decided in the early 2000s to create this conservation venture.  

WWF South Africa has been supporting the work since 2018. 

Commitment and collaboration 

Dirk Human, the chair of the NWSMA comments: “WWF South Africa recognises the 

ecological importance of this area, and the role our wetlands can play well beyond our borders. 

“We’re extremely grateful for their direct support over the past three years, and their belief in our 

work long before that.  
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“We look forward to working with them for a long time to come.” 

Jan Coetzee, Land Programme Manager with WWF South Africa says they are very happy to be 

working with the NWSMA team.  

“Their commitment to the cause is clearly evident through the variety of interventions they have 

been willing to take – from alien clearance to controlled burns and replanting of indigenous 

species. 

“They have shown how, by working together, we can restore wetlands to ecological health for 

the benefit of the natural world and current and future generations.” 

Walking, birding and wildlife tours 

Interpretive walking tours of the area is the next phase of the WWF South Africa project. 

Visitors will be led to a bird hide overlooking a secret waterbird spot. 

Readers can find out how they can experience the wetlands on a two-hour guided wildlife tour. 

These sunrise and sunset tours take visitors to a secret lake expanse, now home to hippo and 

buffalo. 

For more information on these tours, visit www.nuwejaars.com. 

Meet the dragonflies of the Nuwejaars wetlands: https://nuwejaars.com/the-60-million-year-old-

tale-our-nuwejaars-dragonfly-pursuit/ 

As WWF-SA says, the world’s ‘wetland blindness’ is inexplicable given the pivotal role of 

healthy wetlands in delivering global commitments on climate change, sustainable development 

and biodiversity. 

DID YOU KNOW? 

The Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries says it has spent about R83 million in 

the current financial year on the rehabilitation and maintenance of some 75 wetlands. 

The Working for Wetlands Programme coordinates the rehabilitation and maintenance of 

wetlands. This is an Expanded Public Works Programme that focuses on remedial interventions 

for maintaining healthy wetlands.  

The Working for Wetlands Programme has rehabilitated over 1749 wetlands countrywide since its 

inception in 2004. This has contributed to increased healthier water supplies improving the 

economic benefits of natural and agricultural habitats. 

                                                                     ……………… 
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