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Mangrove Field of Dreams: If We Build It, 

Will They Come? 

Background 
Mangrove forests are ecologically impor-

tant coastal ecosystems composed of one 

or more of the 69 species of salt tolerant 

trees and shrubs. These ecosystems cur-

rently cover 146,530 square kilometers (1 

km2 = 247 acres) of the tropical shorelines 

of the world, which represents a decline 

from 198,000 km² of mangroves in 1980 to 

157,630 km² in 1990.  Thus, loss of man-

grove area has occurred at a rate of 1 to 2 

percent per year during the past three dec-

ades.  Achieving no-net-loss of mangrove 

forests would therefore require a minimum 

of 150,000 hectares (1 ha = 2.47 acres) of 

successful mangrove forest restoration per 

year at the current rate of loss.   

The evidence for successful restoration of 

mangroves on any large scale, however, is 

nearly non-existent. For example, a recent 

report indicates that in spite of twenty 

years of efforts devoted to the restoration 

of 44,000 ha of mangroves in the Philip-

pines, and the expenditure of $USD 17.6 

million, the plantings experienced high 

mortality, and the few that survived ñhad 

dismally stunted growth.ò  

This failure was attributed to two assump-

tions regarding restoration:  1) Mangroves 

can only be restored by planting and         

2) Sub-tidal mud flats are suitable for 

planting, when in fact they likely never 

supported a mangrove forest in the first 

place.  

What works? 
The three images in Figure 1 illustrate the 

restoration of a portion of a 500 ha (1236 

acres)  mangrove forest restoration project 

in Hollywood, Florida, USA, within the 

Anne Kolb Nature Park.  

The interesting part of the story is that 

none of the mangroves you see were 

planted! They are all what we call 

ñvolunteerò mangroves (Fig. 2)ðones that 

colonized the site on their own after appro-

priate biophysical conditions were estab-

lished.  

 

Such conditions include appropriate tidal 

hydrology to support natural colonization 

by the millions of floating ñpropagulesò 

(seeds or seedlings) of mangroves naturally 

produced in this area every year.  

A three year pilot project prior to this ma-

jor restoration effort had established the 

target topographic elevation that would 

facilitate natural recruitment of mangroves. 

The construction of a tidal creek in the 

center of the project was essential to repli-

cate the natural tidal creeks found in all 

mangrove forests and to allow for the 

movement of fish and invertebrates into 

and out of the forest as tidal levels rose and 

fell. A recent symposium on ñMangroves 

as Fish Habitatò documented the need for 

such waterways and the successful estab-

lishment of fish populations equivalent to 

control sites for this project area within 

five years of construction.  
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Figure 1. Example of a mangrove resto-

ration project in Florida, USA.  
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ral recruitment of seedlings can revege-

tate a restoration site. (Photo courtesy 

of K. L. McKee) 

SWS Research Br ie f  No.  2009-0005 


