Mangroves & Coastal Forest - A Malaysian Case Study

----------------------------------------------------------------------

Because mangrove forests are important for wildlife including seafood, developing countries such as Malaysia benefit by retaining a network of intact mangrove reserves, rather than sacrificing all mangroves to development such as land reclamation and shrimp farms.

Tony and Melaka's sea food

Tony is a fisherman.  He makes a living pushing the langgian, a traditional bamboo poled shrimp net, through the shallow waters along the Melaka coastline.  Tony catches a wide variety of sea creatures including shrimp, crabs, fish and shellfish.  Tony's catch ends up as delicious seafood cooked following many mouth-watering Melakan recipes such as shrimp fritters, pepper crab and steamed fish.  However, as we clear mangrove forests we may be causing fishermen such as Tony to find it harder and harder to fill their nets - a fact we may wish to bear in mind the next time we indulge in eating this marine cornucopia.

The Mangrove Food Chain

To get to the root of the problem we must first look at how the coastal ecology works.  The pile of shrimp on our dinner plate actually represents a bundle of energy that has its beginnings millions of miles away.  Like all other plants, mangrove trees capture the sun's energy through the process of photosynthesis.  When mangrove leaves die and fall into the water, tiny plankton eat on the decaying leaves.  The plankton in-turn is eaten by shrimp - which via Tony's net end up as the tasty morsels on our dinner plate.

Loss of Mangroves

So we can see how the loss of mangrove trees could lead to depleting stocks of coastal marine life.  Indeed, this is what has happened in many parts of the tropics, where developing countries (such as Malaysia) that need to develop land for a multitude of purposes resort to clearing the mangroves.  For various reasons, ranging from the expansion of coastal towns, building airport runways and the construction of coastal roads, Peninsular Malaysia has lost around of a third of our mangroves (from an original area of around 150,000 ha to less than 100,000 ha today).  Inshore fishermen throughout the world have noticed a remarkable decline in their catch following mangrove clearance.  

Shrimp Farms

Ironically, one of the main causes of mangrove clearance is for farming seafood in aquaculture ponds.  Since shrimp farms can produce much more shrimps than an equivalent area of mangrove, they may appear to be a good idea.  However, there are many problems associated with aquaculture.  Large scale aquaculture in particular appears to be unsustainable - while high production and profits is possible in the short term, in the long term shrimp farms require more and more chemical inputs to achieve the same yield.  Indeed intensive shrimp farms seldom last more than 10 years before they have to be abandoned due to self-pollution and disease.  Once a pond is abandoned, the owner often seeks new areas of mangrove to clear, diminishing the remaining forest reserves.

Other reasons to protect the mangroves

In addition to declining fish stocks, the loss of the mangroves is of direct concern mangroves to the numerous other creatures that live in the mangroves including hundreds of species of birds (both migratory and resident), monkeys, and lizards (such as the huge monitor lizard).  Furthermore, mangrove forests can be sustainably exploited for the production of wood for charcoal, firewood and poles.  

Last year another incentive for mangrove protection became painfully clear when the December 26 tsunami flooded the coasts of the Indian Ocean.  While this disaster killed 68 people in Malaysia, relatively few compared with neighbouring countries.  Nevertheless, it led many to point out that areas with intact mangroves were better protected against the destructive force of the waves.  The tsunami also led Malaysia's Prime Minister to call give permanent protection for the mangroves.

How we protect the mangroves

Mangroves should be protected along the length of all coastlines where they are found.  In addition, a network of protected areas dotted along the coastline will provide 'stepping stones' for birds to move from along the coast.  Generally speaking it is a good idea for a 'buffer strip' of at least 400 m of mangroves to be kept along the coast and up estuaries where mangroves occur.  However, this is not always possible as coastal development and reclamation would be bound to infringe into the buffer.  In such instances it is important to ensure that pockets of mangrove forest be retained at strategic intervals along the coast.  These areas will be our biodiversity treasure chests - havens for wildlife as well as seed-sources to enable the restoration of mangroves along the coast after the reclamation has been completed.

Protection in practice (Malaysian Case Study)

In Malaysia there have been successes and failures in the protection of mangroves.  While our official guidelines provide for buffer strips and "permanent forest reserves", implementation does not always match the policy.  Analysis of satellite imagery of the coasts of the states of Penang and Selangor shows how large areas of mangrove have been cleared for shrimp farms right up to the edge of the sea - without leaving an adequate buffer.  This mangrove clearance often takes place despite the fact that the forest had previously been categorised as a "permanent reserved forest".   Despite the terminology, in actual fact the state governments often give preference to development and revoke the status of forest reserves.  In the last ten years Penang, for example, has lost a fifth of its mangroves classified as permanent forest reserves.

However, there are some positive signs with states such as Melaka creating new mangrove reserves such as the Ujong Pasir Bird Sanctuary in 2004 - even before the PM's call to protect the mangroves.  Going north along the Melaka coastline, Ujong Pasir is supplemented by the Kuala Linggi Mangrove Forest Reserve.  And further north still is the Tanjong Tuan Wildlife Reserve - recently extended to ensure greater protection to the wildlife of the area (as logging is not permitted in wildlife reserves). Policy makers in Malaysia appear to beginning to realise the importance of a network of intact coastal forests, not least for their potential to attract tourists keen to see the birds that congregate in such areas.  

Conclusion

So with the future of the mangroves on a more secure footing, fishermen such as Tony will have their livelihoods maintained and, with a bit of luck, we can continue to enjoy the bountiful harvest of the sea.
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