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THE 2004 tsunami made it amply clear that healthy mangroves serve as a natural barrier against natural or man-made disasters – protecting infrastructure and saving lives. Coastal communities depend heavily on mangrove ecosystem for their daily life; they provide a range of functions and benefits to them. The loss and degradation of these ecosystems impact heavily on these communities in economic and social terms. In the aftermath of the tsunami, these impacts were exacerbated.

Former US president Bill Clinton, who is the UN Secretary-General’s special envoy for tsunami recovery, launched the “Mangroves for the Future” Initiative in Phuket, Thailand, in December to mark the second anniversary of the tsunami in which 230,000 people lost their lives, mostly in Indonesia. He visited the region to review progress on home construction and livelihoods. He visited Hin Look Dieu, a small Moken (sea gypsy) community that experienced substantial destruction in the tsunami. The government and the community are collaborating to restore the deteriorated mangrove forest in the area.

According to an estimate, over 600,000 hectares of Pakistan’s coastline is under mangrove forestation. The coastal communities as well as the fisheries of the coast are dependent on this ecosystem, their very existence entwined with its well being. However, despite being one of the most extensive mangrove forests in the world and having considerable importance for the national economy due to their role in fisheries, their significance in terms of ecological and economic value have remained undocumented and poorly understood.

Historically, mangroves have been considered as wastelands. The alarming reduction of vital flow of the Indus River into the Indus Delta, which constitutes one of the most extensive mangrove areas along the Pakistani coast, is one of the major factors contributing to mangroves degradation. Besides, pollution caused by a variety of industrial effluents, sewage, solid waste is also detrimental for the mangroves. The area is also affected by increased salinity due to upstream irrigation. The mounting pressure of the rapidly increasing population has led to the clearing of mangrove areas for industrial and agricultural purposes as well as for urban expansion, undermining the livelihoods of the coastal communities and thereby exacerbating their poverty.

The most severe environmental stress, which the mangroves face, is the reduction of freshwater flow down the Indus. While mangroves, especially Avicennia marina, are able to survive in sea water without regular fresh water input, it is unlikely that they can thrive indefinitely. The Indus Delta was formed from the fresh water flow into the sea carrying 400 million tones of silt. Over the years the flow recharging the delta has reduced drastically. The reduced flow in Indus means that the already high salinities in the creeks and soil will become higher.

This tends to have a stunting effect on the growth of trees. There is significant impact on the mangroves forests, and there are signs of stress already in an ageing population of trees, with lack of seedling requirement in some areas. The reduction in the flow takes on an even greater significance when possible sea level rise as a result of global warming is considered.

It has been estimated that mangroves, if there is significant sedimentation, can maintain themselves by accumulating deposited salt when the sea level is rising at the rate as high as 2.5 mm per year. Without significant sedimentation, the mangroves will have difficulty in maintaining themselves against sea level rises of 1.2 mm per year. It is probable that the Indus Delta may be moving from former position to the latter. Over the last hundred years the sea level near Karachi has been rising at a rate of 1.0 mm per year and this may increase with global warming.

Management through sustainable use of mangrove resources, their protection and conservation should be a key priority for the country. Understanding the mangrove ecosystems is imperative to improved management in order to derive optimum economic and environmental benefits without destroying this valuable ecosystem. There is a need for the creation of awareness and education among planners and coastal communities regarding the sustainable management of mangrove forests. In this context, it is necessary to understand the dynamics of the mangroves through interdisciplinary studies.

Originally launched in September 2005, “Mangroves for the Future” initiative is a multi-agency, multi-country initiative for the long-term conservation and sustainable management of coastal ecosystems such as mangroves, coral reefs, wetlands, forests, lagoons, estuaries, beaches and sandy shores. It targets countries that are recovering from the Indian Ocean tsunami. Its “focal countries” are some of the worst-affected nations: India, Indonesia, Maldives, Seychelles, Sri Lanka, and Thailand

The initiative will also encourage a dialogue and sharing of information and experiences with other tsunami-affected countries in the region that face critical ecosystems and livelihood issues. These include Bangladesh, Kenya, Malaysia, and Tanzania. More countries within the broader region will also be brought into these dialogues, such as Cambodia, China, Pakistan, the Philippines and Vietnam.

The project involves collaboration between multiple partners, including government agencies, NGOs, research institutes and universities, the World Conservation Union (IUCN), UN agencies and other multilateral bodies. It provides a platform, which brings together the efforts of different countries, sectors and agencies under a common goal to conserve and restore ecosystems to sustain human livelihoods, increase resilience and reduce vulnerability among coastal communities in the Indian Ocean Region.

Mangroves for the Future is one of the first initiatives dealing with coastal areas of Indian Ocean countries to build and formalise such a wide-reaching collaborative platform, which brings together governments, international agencies, non-government and community-based organisations, the private sector and local communities to work towards a common goal, investing in protecting coastal ecosystems. At the regional level, implementation of the initiative will be supported and guided by a regional steering committee co-chaired by the World Conservation Union (IUCN) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), UN agencies and NGOs. Programmes of work will be implemented through a series of individual actions that are linked by a common goal and strategy, but are spread out geographically, temporally, and in terms of management and implementation responsibility.

Reducing poverty and strengthening livelihoods are its core goals in line with the aims of national Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) of participating countries as well as with the broader framework of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). These needs are incorporated into the project’s vision which lays focus on a more healthy, prosperous and secure future for all sections of coastal populations in Indian Ocean countries, and restoration of coastal ecosystems there.

Besides, strengthening the integration and enforcement of environmental and social safeguards in coastal land use planning is one of the core objectives of the initiative. Land use planning involves identifying the most suitable use of the coastal zone in relation to its physical and ecological characteristics and resources, and human needs. It is essential to integrated coastal management. Spatial planning is particularly important on the coast because of its vulnerability to disasters.

Most of the countries participating in the initiative have a voluminous, and often comprehensive, body of laws and regulations governing land use in the coastal zone. However in many cases regulations are weakly enforced, if at all, meaning that illegal land and resource use takes place, often in an environmentally unsustainable manner. Not all countries contain an integrated land use policy or strategy for coastal areas, and where they exist these policies and strategies are not always implemented.

