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Mangroves are tidal forests that have important functions as natural sea defenses, nurseries for 

fisheries, and habitats for biodiversity. Global climate change and the associated risks of sea level 

rise and extreme weather events have further underlined the importance of mangroves as a buffer 

protecting coastlines in the tropics and sub-tropics.  

The catastrophic effects of the destruction of these important forest ecosystems have been recently 

illustrated by the Indian Ocean tsunami of December 2004 and hurricanes Katrina and Wilma in 

2005.  In the three cases, damages were mitigated by mangroves and related wetlands where they 

existed, and were greater where they had been eliminated. The economic costs of these extreme 

events have been enormous. For instance, the damages caused by hurricane Katrina and hurricane 

Wilma were estimated at US$ 81 billion and US$ 20 billion, respectively. 

Despite their protective functions, mangroves worldwide have been subjected to a precipitous 

destruction resulting from over-harvesting for timber and fuel wood, clearing for shrimp farms, 

agriculture, coastal development and tourism.  It is estimated that 50% of the planet’s mangroves 

have been destroyed, making them one of the most endangered and ignored ecosystems in  

the world.

Concurrently, unchecked coastal development has resulted in larger populations with greater 

vulnerability to extreme events originating in the world’s oceans.  Approximately two thirds of the 

world’s population lives within 100 km of the coast.  Two thirds of all cities with over 2.5 million 

inhabitants are located along the coast. As indicated in the present report, population pressures on 

coastal habitats and their resources, and the negative effects of ill-planned tourism, urbanization, 

industry, agriculture, forestry, aquaculture, hydrological changes, accompanied by commerce and 

transport-related activities, are all impacting on the sustainability of mangrove forests around the 

world.

This report served as the basis for the elaboration of the Regional Strategy for the Conservation and 

Sustainable Management of Mangrove Ecosystems in the Northeast Pacific, which was adopted 

by the Second Intergovernmental Meeting of the Action Plan of the Antigua Guatemala Convention 

for the Protection and Sustainable Development of the Marine and Coastal Environment of the 

Northeast Pacific, held in Managua, Nicaragua in March 2003. Given the growing recognition of the 

importance of mangroves as a buffer against sea level rise, extreme weather events and tsunamis, 

the Regional Strategy for Mangrove Ecosystems was designated a top priority of the Action Plan 

by the Third Intergovernmental Meeting in Guatemala City in November 2005. The document was 

also submitted as background for the Ad Hoc Expert Group on Finance and Transfer of ESTs, 

convened by the United Nations Forum on Forests (Geneva, June 2003).

This document analyzes the critical functions provided by mangroves worldwide. It contains 

a number of pertinent recommendations for their conservation, restoration and sustainable 

management.  Hopefully it will lead to a better understanding and appreciation of these extremely 

important but neglected ecosystems.

Carter Roberts

President and CEO

World Wildlife Fund

Prologue
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This paper was submitted as a working document to the 

“Government-designated Expert Meeting on the Transfer 

of Environmentally-sound Technologies for the Sustainable 

Management of Mangrove Ecosystems in Latin America and 

the Wider Caribbean”, held in Managua, Nicaragua, 3-5 March 

2003, as part of an initiative lead by the Government of Nicaragua. 

The present version of the document incorporates the inputs 

and recommendations of that meeting.  It was co-sponsored 

by International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO), Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the United 

Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF) Secretariat, the Secretariat of 

the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, the Caribbean Environment 

Programme (CEP) of the United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP) and Central American Commission for Maritime Transport 

(COCATRAM), with the participation of the World Bank, the 

Central American Bank for Economic Integration, the United 

States Agency for International Development (USAID) and Japan 

International Cooperation Agency (JICA). Government-designated 

experts participated from Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Chile, 

the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, 

Surinam and Venezuela.  Overall, the meeting was attended by 

40 experts on mangrove forests.  In addition to reviewing this 

paper, the meeting developed framework regional strategies for 

the sustainable management of mangrove forests for the Eastern 

Pacific and the Wider Caribbean.  The full report of the Managua 

meeting (E/CN.18/2003/11) is available on the UNFF website 

under documents for UNFF 3 (http://www.un.org/esa/forests/

documents-unff.html#3). This document was submitted as a 

background document for the Ad Hoc Expert Group on Finance 

and Transfer of ESTs, convened by the United Nations Forum on 

Forests (Geneva, June 2003).
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