The summit on Climate Change (UN-FCCC COP 12) in Nairobi will address the long term actions needed to reduce emissions of greenhouse gasses. 

Almost all attention goes to the emissions originating from the use of fossil fuels. However, the huge CO2 emissions that result from the large-scale destruction of peatland areas, especially in South East Asia, are ignored. Large parts of South East Asia consist of peatlands, initially covered by rainforests. These peat swamp forests store significant CO2 amounts that have been accumulated over many thousands of years. Peat soil consists of remnants of leaves, branches and roots of trees that do not or only partly decay due to the very wet circumstances and a lack of oxygen. 

However, the deforestation and drainage of these areas for plantations (mainly oil palm and pulp wood) starts an oxidation process in which the soil carbon links to oxygen and is emitted as CO2. This process is even accelerated by the huge peat fires that occur annually and burn hundreds of thousands to millions of hectares of degraded peatlands. During El Niño periods fires are generally most significant, like in 1997/98 when 2.2 million ha of peatlands were burning in Indonesia with CO2  emissions equaling 15 - 40 % of the total global fossil fuel emissions. 


The average annual emissions of CO2 from SE Asian peatlands are more than the total current Kyoto target. UN-FCCC thus deals with only half the problem! Joint action is needed to deal with the other half: major international support is needed to enable the restoration of SE Asia's peatlands. Wetlands International calls for a Global Peatlands Fund, which should be financed by public and private sectors.
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-Wetlands conducts several projects in South East Asia to restore the water system in peatland areas, in order to prevent oxidation of the soil resulting in massive CO2 emissions. Good examples are the Central Kalimantan Peatland Project and the Berbak Sembilang project in Sumatra

