THE INTERNATIONAL SIGNIFICANCE OF WETLANDS
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More than 3000 years ago Joseph interpreted Pharaoh’s dream about the seven thin cows that ate up the seven fat ones, and made a prediction that seven good years should be followed by seven years of famine (GENENIS 40-41).  The agriculture in Egypt was of the drawdown type just as here in the Okavango Delta that uses the receding phase of the flood to grow crops on drying floodplains.  Joseph understood two things:  firstly, that dry and wet years tend to come in clusters and secondly, that there is a cyclic pattern.  This we now know is typical for rain and runoff patterns in the areas around the tropics of Cancer and Capricorn.  The inflow to the Okavango Delta has shown a steady downward trend from about 1970 up to 1996.  This is the longest downward trend since the records started in the beginning of the thirties and caused a large scale lowering of groundwater tables in the southern and western parts of the Delta.  Many wells dried up in these areas and Maun as well as Gumare had serious water shortages.  Vast areas of riverine woodlands died as well.

Seventy years is a lot in a human life span but not in the life of rivers.  The famous traveller and hunter Selous visited the area 1879 and wrote: “There can be no doubt that year by year the overflow of the Chobe, which occurs during the dry season, independently of the rains, and simultaneously with that of the Botletle, Okavango, Machabe, Thamalakane, and Mababe rivers – a phenomenon of which no satisfactory solution has ever been offered – is becoming gradually less and less.”.  Obviously this drying trend must have been broken by some wet spells probably before the records started.  In the flow of the Okavango River now there is a small upward trend and we don’t know if it is the beginning of a wet phase or just a minor fluctuation on a downward trend.  The latter could be caused by the large-scale irrigation that takes place in Namibia or the large changes in land use that must have taken place in Angola, from where the water is coming.  That part of the drainage basin was a stronghold for the UNITA movement and eventually about 4 million people from this area became destitute staying in camps outside the war zone.  The third possibility is, of course, climate change or some kind of interaction between these factors.

Nothing conclusive can be said about this as we have no data from Angola for the past 25 years and the accessibility of data is poor.  Clearly this is an area where intense international collaboration is needed.  We need common data bases and we need long-lasting research and monitoring projects that can come to grips with the underlying factors causing the large and often damaging effects of unpredictable environmental variations.  On the political level we have OKACOM – the agreement between Angola, Namibia and Botswana to jointly manage the Okavango River Basin – that was founded 1994 and now seems ready to start substantial work.  On the research level we have a EU funded project lead by HOORC with collaborators from the Desert Research Foundation in Namibia, University of Pretoria in South Africa, University of Linköping in Sweden, University of Sussex in UK and the Institute for Hydrology and Environment in Netherlands with a total of about 25 participating scientists.  That reflects the magnitude of the task but such projects are of too short duration to tackle the long-term changes.  The initiatives now taken in Botswana by HOORC to start Long Term Ecological Research (LTER) are a first step to remedy this shortcoming.  There is however a long way to go before we are so good predictors as Joseph was more than 3000 years ago.

I don’t think it is a coincidence that the rising interest and awareness of the importance of wetlands coincide with the time following the  main activities of  the International Biological Programme (IBP) from about the mid-seventies, when ecology and related sciences increased their scales of analysis from ecosystems in a narrow sense like lakes, forests, and grasslands to landscapes and even larger units.  The most significant of these larger units I believe is the river basin.  Only on such a comprehensive scale can the importance of wetlands be fully understood.  Otherwise they may appear as obscure elements often wedged between more distinct ecosystems.  Although there are some very big wetlands in the world, and the Okavango Delta is one of them, most are small.  Yet, as we know, they are very important in landscape dynamics as regulators, processors, and providers of habitat niches for biodiversity .

Wetland scientists are therefore, by the nature of the system work they with, forced to be multi-disciplinary and they have to look beyond artificial boundaries – be they administrative or academic.  The vastness of the subject, the wetland in the landscape, makes collaborations necessary.  This is in itself a holistic trend.  The holistic philosophy and the concept was launched in an amazing book Holism and Evolution, written in 1926 by the great South African General Jan Smuts.  He advocated with many examples that the function of the larger unit cannot be fully predicted if we only know the constituent smaller units.  When these are embraced holistically they start to interact and their functions change.  The outcome will be something different than the sum of parts.  This is the classic tension between reductionism and mechanism that has dominated science since Aristotle.  The difficulty in defining wetlands and delineating them, which has “bogged down” wetland science in the past, is in this larger context becoming a strength.  Wetland scientists are in a position to take the lead in the larger synthetic work required on the river basin scale.

The mechanistic view applied to wetlands has led to their destruction, by the inability or unwillingness to see and try to understand their importance for the function of the whole system.  The Okavango Delta has had its fair share of this.  The Commissioner of the Bechuanaland Protectorate (1929-37), Sir Charles Rey, writes in his diary for 1934:  “We flew up the Thamalakane river... noting on the way the barrages, dams and weirs built by Naus (the engineer).  Then returning north we flew the Santantadibe to the junction with the Gomoti River at Chiefs Island.  Here Naus has built the biggest dam, a thousand and fifty feet long.  Then we went to the northwest and saw the colossal amounts of water lying in the swamps that we want to bring down into the territory.”  This innocent enthusiasm reflects the spirit of the time but is unfortunately not only history.  It is also the reality today; the struggle between holism and mechanism is not over.  This very year engineers from this country are planning to clear the streams in the Delta from vegetation blockages by use of harvester machines, to make them “navigable”.  This will hamper the natural shifts in flooding patterns that are vital for the ecological function of the whole Delta.

Similarly, last month tenders were invited for a pre-feasibility study for the construction of a hydro-electrical power plant and a dam by Popa Falls in the Okavango River just upstream of the Delta in the Caprivi Strip of Namibia.  This will lead to accumulation of sediment in the dam for a period of 100-200 years.  This sediment is instrumental for the hydrological dynamics of the Delta flooding, by filling up riverbeds and forcing the necessary shifts.

The understanding we already have about the Okavango system is enough to state that none of these two interventions would ever have been proposed, if the proposers had been in full possession of the relevant knowledge and understanding of the system.  Clearly we need other kinds of professionals to handle these complicated and overriding natural resource management issues in the Southern African Region – Managers with a holistic view that are looking beyond artificial academic, administrative and legal boundaries.  I am pleased to inform you that the University of Botswana together with the Universities of Witwatersrand, Venda, Mondlane, and Virginia are going to launch a joint PhD programme in Natural Resource Management for students from the whole Southern African Region.  The aim is to produce a new breed of managers, policy makers and leaders for the future, who are holistic, multi-disciplinary and visionary – able to forecast and take remedial actions, like store grain from good years to bad ones, just like Joseph did as manager over Egypt more than 3000 years ago.
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