
 

 

Tropical peatlands are an increasingly well-known habitat between 30° N and S of the equator. Dr 
Katy Roucoux from the University of St Andrews specialises in long-term ecology and 
palaeoclimatology and is currently studying Peruvian Amazon peatlands, in the Pastaza-Marañón 
Basin (PMB). The images below are taken from an online exhibition about the work of Katy’s 
research group: From steaming swamp to blanket bog: peatlands in action. 
 
The exhibition presents a selection of photographs taken by researchers from the Universities of St 
Andrews, Edinburgh and Leeds, and the Instituto de Investigaciones de la Amazonía Peruana (the 
Institute for Research in the Peruvian Amazon) which make up the Tropical Wetlands Consortium. 
You can also find information there about peatlands in Britain.  
 
Peru has the third largest extent of peatlands in the tropics (after southeast Asia and the Congo 
basin). In the PMB alone they cover an estimated surface area of 35,000 km². The PMB is an area 
in lowland Peru where the peatlands have been intensively studied and mapped (peatland formation 
also occurs in the Peruvian highlands). 
 
Peat in this part of Peru is made of partially decomposed organic matter, including the leaves, stems, 
roots, and branches of trees that grow on the peatland, such as the aguaje palm.  As in UK peatlands, 
the organic matter in tropical peatlands decomposes very slowly due to waterlogged conditions and, 
as a result, it builds up over time. This stores considerable amounts of carbon taken up by the plants 
during photosynthesis and converted into the trees' wood and roots. Land clearance and drainage 
for commercial agriculture, such as widespread oil palm plantations in Indonesia, damage peatlands. 
Once cleared these plantations are drained, crucially they dry out, speeding up decomposition and 
releasing huge amounts of CO₂ into the atmosphere. Although peatlands in the PMB are currently 
intact, there are threats to them from agriculture. If they are to remain intact, with their carbon stores 
below the ground and their ability to sequester carbon preserved, then this drainage and clearance 
must be avoided.    
 

 
Figure 1 aguaje fruit © Dael Sassoon sold as a snack or made into ice cream, drinks, cakes, or jam 

 

Aguaje and tropical 
peatlands in Peru 
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Adaptation 

The aguaje palm has many characteristics which make it well suited to growing in the waterlogged 
conditions of Amazon peatlands.  Using the text boxes below label the plant adaptations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Using Figure 2 below, which shows the aguaje palms of the PMFB © Ian Lawson, add the 
labels correctly to illustrate adaptation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The palm grows to 35m 
in height, with a strong 
trunk, and a diameter of 

up to 50cm to add 
stability 

The aguaje fruit are 
chestnut coloured and 
only grow on female 

plants 

The aguaje is 
evergreen, meaning the 
palm does not lose its 

leaves, maximising 
exposure to sunlight 

The aguaje palm grow 
in swamps with roots 
that are water-tolerant 

Peccaries, macaws, 
tapirs, and spider 

monkeys depend on the 
aguaje fruit, and spread 

the palm seeds 

The palm can grow in 
the semi-shade of 

dense tropical forests 
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Figure 3 the South American Spotted Skink © Ian Lawson. A camouflaged, insectivorous native lizard 
 

 
Figure 4 Women carrying Mauritia © Lydia Cole 

 
The indigenous group of the Pastaza-Marañón Basin are the Urarina people. Urarina women harvest 
the young shoots from aguaje palms growing in a peatland palm swamp close to their community. 
This is a sustainable, practice, done in the driest season. Palm-fibres are spun and woven into 
textiles.   
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There's also a lot of carbon locked up in the peatlands of Britain and Ireland. Can we keep it there 
and even return drained bogs to life, sucking more CO₂ from the air? This question is answered in 
the BBC Radio 4 programme 39 Ways to Save the Planet, with our accompanying teaching resource 
Bog-tastic! 
 

Answers 

1. Figure 2 is correctly labelled below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further work 

• CIFOR Inside Peru's peatlands A scientist explains 
 

• BCC Radio 4 teaching resources 39 Ways to Save the Planet  
 

• The University of Leicester Drainage: a key concern for tropical peatlands 
 

• Freelance Science Writer Dr Caroline Wood Tropical peatlands 
 

• A brief review on climate change and tropical peatlands by Leng L, et al.  
 

• Come on a journey through Peru’s tropical peatlands, From steaming swamp to blanket 
bog  
 

 

The aguaje palm 
grow in swamps 

with roots that are 
water-tolerant 

Peccaries, macaws, 
tapirs, and spider 
monkeys depend 

on the aguaje fruit, 
and spread the 

palm seeds 

The palm can grow 
in the semi-shade 
of dense tropical 

forests 

The palm grows to 
35m in height, with 
a strong trunk, and 
a diameter of up to 

50cm to add 
stability 

The aguaje fruit are 
chestnut coloured 
and only grow on 

female plants 

The aguaje is 
evergreen, 

meaning the palm 
does not lose its 

leaves, maximising 
exposure to 

sunlight 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VD4YD_602Pk
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000v9bt
https://www2.le.ac.uk/departments/geography/research/projects/tropical-peatland/threats-to-tropical-peatlands
https://www.stem.org.uk/system/files/elibrary-resources/legacy_files_migrated/33113-Catalyst_24_4_585.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1674987118300343#!
https://peatlands.wp.st-andrews.ac.uk/
https://peatlands.wp.st-andrews.ac.uk/

