Wetlands, Swamps ‘Hold Great Potential' to Store Carbon, Fight Climate Change
by Dan Conifer
Feb. 15, 2015 - Australian researchers are embarking on a project to find out how swamps and wetlands could be used to help fight climate change.  Scientists from Deakin University in Victoria said freshwater wetlands had the potential to capture and store carbon for hundreds of years.
"We know from those initial studies that the potential for carbon to be stored in these systems is huge," Deakin academic Rebecca Lester said.  "Wetlands can store approximately 50 times as much carbon as quite high carbon sequestration ecosystems, such as tropical rainforests.
"We know that the carbon sinks are there and we think the potential for them to be held there for a long time, up to millennia, is great.  But we need to do a little more research to actually bed down some of those numbers."
Scientists will work across Victoria and New South Wales over the next 2 years, as part of an international project.  The Deakin University researchers will work with colleagues from Flinders University, the University of Liverpool (UK) and the University of Arizona.
They will first examine how much carbon can be stored in swamps, along with the impact of wetland restoration.  Researchers said the ecosystems stock up carbon after trapping organic materials from other locations.  "One of the reasons wetlands may be better than forests at carbon capture is because of the way sediments and organic matter, such as leaves, build up under water," she said.  "There, they are likely to break down more slowly, thus acting as a carbon sink.
"Our preliminary studies suggest that wetlands can sequester up to 33 % of the carbon in terrestrial soils, yet they only take up about 4% of the earth's land surface."
Dr Lester said bio-sequestration - carbon capture and storage through biological processes - is regarded as one of the single largest opportunities for reducing Australia's CO2 emissions.  "Despite the clear potential for wetlands to mitigate climate change, to our knowledge, this is the 1st study to quantify sequestration in temperate freshwater Australian wetlands, and one of few worldwide," she said.
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