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CONSERVING THE MANGROVE FOREST OF THE NIGER
DELTA

Pius D. S. Kinako

School of Agriculture, Fisherics and Forestry, College of Science and 'I’rrlmu/:-nx)'.
PMB S080, Pori Harcourt, Rivers Stawe, Nigeria

ABSTRACT

The Niger Delia mangrorve forestis the most extensive of such forests in West Alrica.
Ity nottoe and extent are examued. The potential bio-ccononie anportance af this
wnigue forest tvpe s discussed and proposaly are made Jor an cllccnre regional
conservaton programme amied af managing these resonrces for o sustained yield.

INTRODUCTHON

Tropical deltas and estuarnies which are subject to variable rates and types of
geamorphological chinge create a network of habitats which are colonised by
mangroves. Mangroves ae evergreen, Gill or shrubby speaies belonging o several
unrclated  fanmties which  share smular habitat preferences, physiognomy,
physiological and structural adaptations. Most ol them have pneumitopliores or
breathing roots and i more or fess marked tendency to vivipary Mangroves are of
outstanding scientific interest becanse of their many structural and physiological
peculianities (Richards, 19521 They are also ol considerable econonne and
ceological mportance not only indirectly beciuse of thar contiibution to ihe
stability of othenwise tefutively fragiie brachishwater habitats but also directly as a
source ol firewood. potential industrial fibres and chenueal dyes. Animportant but
dithieudt problem in Nigeriais the consenvation of the Niger delti nimgrove forest.
which s one ol the most eatensive and highty developed i West Alrica.
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ENTENT AND SPECIES COMPOSITION

The mangrove forest occurs invarying degrees of development and concentration all
along the Nigerian coastal areas. tattains maximum developmentin the Niger delta
brackish water arcas (Fig. 1). The forest is characterised by the dominance of 4 small
number of specics belonging to two major genera-— Rhizophora and Avicennia. Of

the Rhizophoras (red mangrove), Rhizophora racemosa is the commonest species, 1t
canattain a height of 45 munder favéUrable conditions (Niclsen, 1905). As: pioneer
species, its seedlings readily colonise pewly deposited mud. Rbizophora harrisonii,
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Fig 1. Outline map of the Niger delta area showing the extent of the mangrove forest. Scale:

Lem = 25k

whiclvis a smaller tree, occupics stightly higher and drier ground. In addition to the
red mangroves, there is the white wangiove (Avicennin africana) which is less
conumon and occupies higher ground than the red mangroves.

Most of the Niger delta fies in the Rivers and Bendel States of Nigeria. There are
over 500,000 ha of saline swanmips with both tll and serub mangroves in the region. A
forest inventory conducted in the Niger delta by the tormer Niger Delta
Development Board (1963), a Federal government agency. gave an estimate of
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nearly 283,200,000 m? of standing mangrove timber. The annual yield ranged fromn
600,000-1,600,000 tonnes. This means that at least 600,000 tonnes could be
harvesied in perpetuity without diminishing the total merchuntable mangrove
timber volume and represents a fairly substantial volume of standing timber.

THE MANGROVE FORFST PROBLEM

At present, the species making up the forest have little cconomic value to the
comnynity in terms of useful products. The ability of the region to retain human
populations even at the fow density which has now become a unique characteristic of
the areais declining. 1t is true that there are other terms inwhich the forestis of vialue
to the community, such as a rich reservoir of high-quality tirewood. rural fishing and
hunting grounds and a wildlite reserve, all of which are of great importance. But in
spite ol these, the question is whether the very Large arcas concerned should not be
yielding more and employing more peonle. There is no doubt that the area could be
made more productive. Unlortunately as yet no co-ordinated effort has been made
1o tap the renewable resources of this extensive forest on a .ostained basis,

The industrid utilisation of mangrove timber is beset with a number of technical
problems. The wood of red mangrove is hard, close-grained, heavy and dark reddish-
brown. 1t is durable in water and is not casily attacked by Tiole-boring moluscs
(Uphof. 1968). In spite ot its proven strength, durability and virtual ubiguity in the
Niger delta, mangrove timber has still to find a respectable place in the Nigerian or
world tmber market. Its present uses are relatively limited and include:

(’ Damestic firewood

1
2. Pit-props tor coal mincs

{3. Poles for scatfolding in the housing industry, fencing, power transmission and
for railwuy sleepers

4. Production of poor quality tannin from the bark of felled trees.

In the predomimantly agriculturai economy of Nigeria, the demand on the forest
for cheap fuclwood is still very high. Nevertheless, as the expansion of the gas and
petroleun products industries in the country continues, the heavy demind on the
mangrove forest for firewood is likely to diminish. The use of mangrove poles for
scatfoldimg is also likely 1o decline with the atilisation of more modern scaffolding
materials such as iron and steel. Neither do prospects for use as pitprops, fencing
material, and ratlway sieepers seem great. Mangrove may continue to be used
locally, but on a limited scale, for various domeslic purposes. The future of the
mangrove forest will depend to a large extent on the large scale utilisation of its
timber in modern forest products industries such as board, paper and pulp
manufacture. A large-scale utilisation of mangrove timber will necessitate managing
the forest estate for sustained yield. This should inevitably arrest the present
haphazard and destructive exploitation of the forest tor firewood.
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INTEGRATED USE OF THE MANGROVE FOREST

The Niger delta mangrove forest has been classified as a potential forest resource

(Kinako, 1970) and since technical breakthroughs should one day make its timber of

economic use, initial conservation efforts have to be directed at the creation of forest

reserves in the region. This should facilitate the integrated use of the forest, The

reserves could Be of two main categories:” T

N (A) Rescerves for the preservation of the essential features of the flora and fauna
ol the forest.

(B) Reserves set aside for forest development. research and exploitation

purposes.

Conservation is 1 dynamic concept which contin tally takes note of, and adapts o,
changes in the status of various biomes with which i is concerned. Thizis iruein the
case of the mangrove forest. Anderson (1967) reported that ‘chikoko™ -- peaty clay
soils— occupy about 90, of the arca of the Niger delta under mangroves, or an
estimated 400,000 ha. On these soils the mangroves grow only feebly and do not
usually exceed Imiin beight, The organic material scems (o consist of relatively
nnchanged vascular fibres and bark from the roots of Rhizophora. These soils are
considered potentiafly pood for growing rice. It is likely that agricultnre {rice
cultivation), forestry and tourism could be profitably expanded in the region. Such
an integrated use of the forest should increase its value 1o the woeal community and
the nation as a whole.

Consenvation work in the area may include the enrichment of the forest with
certain exotic and saline habitut-tolerant tree species such as Melalenea
leucadendron. An enrichment pilot scheme of this nature in the Port Harcourt and
Abonnema arcas of the Rivers State has yielded promising results.

CONCLUSION

A major objective of conservation work in the Niger delta is not only to utilise and
manage its extensive mangrove forest for sustained vield but also to expand
agriculture and tourism there. Evaluation of factors in constdering investments in
conservirtion work is not an casy task, and is seldom arrived at by asimple use of the
cconomist’s cost-benefit analvsis technique. Although the importance of cost-
benefit analyses for conservation progranmumes should not be minimised, the total
benefits cannot be counted only i terms of Bnancial retinms, They should include
the overall improvement in the value - cconomic, recreationai.  educational,
scientitic and general amenity  of the forest to the Jocu comnmunity.

The creation of forest reserves in the various arcas of the delta s o conservation
cllort which should contribute significantly to the developmient of the mangrove
vegetation and its associated resident animal populations. This would also act as an
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ctlective buller against the destrustive effiects of the present “cut and go® exploitation
policy of tuchwood dealers. Only in this way would it e possible to minntain this
vrtuadly untapped resource of scientific knowledee which is of great importance for
pracucal guestions of management and utilisation,
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