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Mangrove Forests and Changing Policy Concerns in Pakistan
Waheed Zafar & Kashif Majeed Salik

ndus Delta provides support to number of ecosys-
tems that range from marshes, creeks and mudflats,

riverine forests, mangroves, lakes, and livelihood to
nearly 900,000 coastal population. Mangrove ecosys-
tems are a vital component of deltaic ecosystems that
support a diversity of economically and ecologically
important flora and fauna providing livelihood for de-
pendent communities. One hectare of a well-protected
and healthy mangrove ecosystem can produce from 15
kg of crabs to 400 kg of fish, mollusks, and shrimp that
mature in off-shore areas. Besides providing multiple
livelihood opportunities, these mangrove ecosystems
significantly contribute to the economy mainly through
marine fish export. For example, in the fiscal year 2012-
13, the fishery sector in Pakistan generated revenue of
US $232 million from the export of marine fish. Further,
these mangroves are reported to have high potential
for carbon dioxide (CO2) sequestration; about 320 to
1120 million tonnes (Mt) Carbon and 1,160–2,110 mil-
lion tonnes (Mt) CO2 in plants and soil collectively.

Problem Statement
Communities, residing around Indus Delta, are

completely dependent on tangible and intangible
benefits of mangrove ecosystems. Degradation, trans-
formation and conversion to other uses of these vital
ecosystems due to mismanagement and poor law en-
forcement are a great source of worry. Modification of
the Indus River to meet the human needs has led to the
significant reduction in downstream river flows, with
some studies estimating flow reduction by up to 90%.
The impacts of upstream water abstraction and river
alterations, as a result of demographic expansion, de-
velopment and economic growth, are the most appar-
ent on mangrove forests and dependent communities.

These marginalized communities engaged with fishery
(90%) or agriculture sector (8%), are highly sensitive
and exposed to the climate change driven threats. Fur-
thermore, there is lack of adaptive capacity mainly due
to the poor consumption patterns, less income diversi-
fication, high dependency ratio and lack of education.
Unfortunately, interdepartmental conflicts in natural
resource management exacerbate the situation.

Changes in mangrove cover in relation to changes in hydrologic
conditions (dash-dot line is representing overall trend of the
hydrologic regime below Kotri Barrage).

Mangrove Forests: Situation Analysis of
Keti Bandar

There is a decrease of 6,072.30 ha of mangroves
from 1992 to 1998. High forest consumption and degra-
dation rate show that approximately 6,000 ha of man-
groves present in 1992 had totally vanished in 1998.
The major decrease in the mangrove forests seems to
be the pre effect of drought season, which was maxi-
mum in the year 1998 and 1999. On the other hand a
relatively sustainable trend of mangroves from 2002 to
2011 is an increase of about 1,000 ha. This increase in
the forest area is because of planting 541,176 mangrove
saplings by Sindh Forest Department (SFD) in 2009 and
remarkably due to the post effects of 2010 flood.
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X-Axis: Year. Y-Axis: Mangrove forest area in hectares. Temporal
Comparison of Mangrove Forests

Changing Policy Concerns
The need to retreat policy objectives, British Asia

motivated colonial forestry agency to design silvi-
cultural management systems in mangrove forests of
Sunderban in the British-India and Matang of Malay-
sia. This initiative was taken for mangrove forests to
generate maximum revenues, foreign exchange, and
national economic development. Historically, the man-
grove covered areas of the Indus Delta were charac-
terized as ‘wastelands’. Therefore, management pow-
ers and decision-making authority were placed in the
hands of the Board of Revenue (BoR). However, there
were various facts and figures gathered which reveal
that BoR lacks any applicable institutional arrange-
ments for mangroves forests. Thereupon, Sindh forest
department (SFD) established a management system
for the mangrove forsts owing to the organization’s
primary mandate.

National Forest Policy 1955
The first forest policy plan of the Government of

Pakistan was issued in 1955. This policy intended at in-
creasing the area under forests. The Government circu-
lated this National Forest Policy highlighting the intro-
duction of canal irrigation system, reservation of land
for raising plantations along roads, railways, canals on
wastelands and unused government lands were given
to the provincial forest departments to grow forests.
This policy showed a revolutionary plan in the man-
agement of the Indus Delta mangroves that were at the
time considered wastelands under BoR authority. Par-
ticularly the fact that the wastelands of the Indus Delta
were already occupied by mangroves, SFD considered
it as opportunity. In 1958, the first martial law in Paki-

stan was imposed and the government took over the
control of reviewing and updating the previous forest
policies. In 1958, with the updating of the policy the
Forestry Section of Food and Agriculture Department
of West Pakistan declared these mangroves as ‘Protect-
ed Forests’ under the control of the SFD.

National Forest Policy 1962
Under the guidelines of this policy, the first work-

ing plan (1963-1983) for the management of mangroves
was formulated for 20 years inspired by the Sunderban
management plan of East Pakistan. The main objective
of the working plan was to sustain the domestic ag-
riculture, conserving healthy mangrove cover for the
shelter of coastline, plantation of commercially valu-
able exotic mangrove species and human settlements
from the effects of the ocean. Whereas implementation
was in progress but then the plan was failed to meet
the terms with the policies aiming mangroves to con-
tribute into economic growth of the country. The cause
behind this was that Avicennia marina species, con-
stituting more than 90 percent of the mangrove cover
had a fourth grade timber that had a value only as low
quality wood fuel. Moreover, the cost of transportation
and tree cutting was more than twice the revenue from
the mangroves and transportation of wood from creeks
through boats was also uneconomic at that time. This
led towards the ending of CZAD in 1975 (SFD 1985).
Until then standing trees used to be sold to the suppli-
ers who would tolerate all cost earned on the harvest-
ing of timber.

National Forest Policy 1975
The East wing of Pakistan was parted in 1971,

which is now Bangladesh and a new government took
over the control of Pakistan. As a result of this, the new
government of Pakistan had to formulate a new forest
policy. In the 1973 the government established the Port
Muhammad Bin Qasim to raise the international trade
and for further facilitation of the port, the Government
requested SFD to relocate an area of about 64,000 hect-
ares covered with mangroves to the Authority. The SFD
had no substitute other than act in accordance with the
order, which was reinforced by the financial certainties
of mangrove management. Hence, thousands of hect-
ares of mangroves were cleared to establish the port
and the remaining ones were directed as protected for-
ests. At the same time, Pakistan was developing a huge
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irrigation network on the Indus River containing sev-
eral large dams, reservoirs and canal systems. In the
1970s, upon the completion of the major phase of the
irrigation development, most of the river flow systems
were pre-occupied for upstream agricultural and as a
result of this, severe water shortages occurred in the
downstream part of the river. Due to lack of freshwa-
ter, these mudflats were taken over by tidal inundation
and were ultimately abandoned by the local communi-
ties. According to Memon and Thapa (2011) at that time
the sustained tilling of erstwhile rice fields provided a
prospect for the propagation of mangroves which by
default came under the control of BoR. National Forest
Policy 1975 marked an important departure from the
first two policies in that the drafting committee for the
policy included representatives from both governmen-
tal and non-governmental institutions. The policy sug-
gested the formation of owners’ cooperative societies,
but recommended that forest harvesting should be car-
ried out entirely by public sector corporations. Accord-
ing to Ahmed and Mehmood (1998), “the only policy
that has been people friendly is that of 1975, which em-
phasized awareness raising and recommended use of
negative legal measures as a last resort”.

National Policy on Forestry and Wildlife 1980
Subsequently, 1980 forest policy gained worldwide

popularity. This policy was recognized the importance
of the involvement of local people in tree plantation
and establishment of national parks. Secondly, weak
implementation of almost every forest related policy
released since the independence of Pakistan, a true be-
lief that the FDs could progress the state of country’s
forests has been the most long-lasting theme of several
guidelines. Then, in 1985, the SFD established a Coast-
al Zone Afforestation Division and focused its effort on
the achievement of three main tasks. The first task that
emerged attempted to take over the control of man-
groves, which were sources of firewood and fodder for
the local communities. The local communities accepted
SFD’s ownership of mangroves and as agreed to com-
pensate a minimum payment for the collection of ma-
terials from these forests. The implementation of sec-
ond task which remained mostly unachieved during
the stipulated period was the plantation of mangroves
on fallow mudflats. However, the most significant task
was to gather all mandatory information required for
the provision of a working plan for the silvicultural

Changing trends are leading the world
towards a new approach

“conservation and development”
replacing with “conservation versus

development”. The proponents of this
approach are recalibrating their vision

and mission statements to organize
themselves towards development

without distorting the conservation.

management of mangroves as compulsory by the for-
est policies.

Pakistan Forest Policy 1991
Not much struggle was made for the management

of mangroves until 1985 when SFD organized their
second working plan (1985–2005) for the remaining
mangroves under its authority. This working plan pre-
dicted that through better understanding of the value
of mangroves, the anticipated objective of making sig-
nificant involvement to the forest wealth of the country
would be attained. While, the main objectives of this
plan were alike to the previous plan, it also correlated
the protective value of mangroves with their fruitful
value (SFD 1985). In addition, consideration was also
paid on raising public attentiveness about the intangi-
ble benefits. The strategy was also concerned with the
maintainable source of firewood and fodder to the lo-
cal communities. In 1991 there was democratic govern-
ment in the country and it presented a “donor driven”
policy. Its emphasis was on meeting the environmen-
tal requirements of country in a maintainable manner.
However, the policy of 1991, demanded to be partici-
patory, but the civil society organizations blamed these
to be “donor driven” policies, overlooking the ground
level authenticities (Ali 2009; Babar et al. 2007). In 1992,
National Conservation Strategy (NCS) could not pre-
tense any serious challenge to the dominance of FDs
over forests. Consequently, policy initiatives cannot
attain their objectives unless and until the sustainable
source of revenue of stakeholders is not taken care of.

National Forest Policy 2010
This policy provides a framework for sustainable

management of forests and associated natural resourc-
es including wildlife, watersheds, rangelands and al-
lied biodiversity. The Policy strives for initiating the
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process of addressing essential causes of forest deple-
tion through active contribution of all local communi-
ties to sustain and expand ecosystem functions. The
main aim of this policy is to provide guiding principle
to the federal and provincial agencies for improve-
ment, maintenance, restoration and sustainable man-
agement of forests and associated natural resources to
make sure the sustainability of ecosystem functions,
facilities and benefits for existing and future genera-
tions of Pakistan.

National Forest Policy 2010 stands out from pre-
vious policies by ensuring financial and technical aid
on Geographical Information System (GIS) and Re-
mote Sensing for Research and Development institu-
tions and provincial forest departments, to effectively
monitor the forest cover on public and private land.
The policy could ensure the protection and afforesta-
tion of mangrove forests but failed to make proper
arrangements to control marine pollution, allowing
sufficient water to flow down the Indus River for sus-
tainability of these forests.   Stakeholder involvement
by incentive-based programs for forests and natural
resources protection, which ultimately benefits down-
stream communities, has yet to be initiated. Since the
18th amendment denouncement, umbrella policy is
still awaiting, the responsibilities and priming the ac-
tions proposed in the policy to be fulfilled by provin-
cial governments including Federally Administered
Tribal Area (FATA), Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK)
and Gilgit-Baltistan (GB).

Discussion
Regarding the concept of “participation” and “sus-

tainable livelihoods”, forest policies of Pakistan were
aimed at forest conservation. However, in practice
these policies are not only duplication of previously
top-down, autocratic and non-participatory forest po-
lices but also the conservation aspect of those policies
failed to play an effective role in systematic monitoring
and implementation. The analysis of previous policies
was associated with government’s political objectives,
overlooking ground realities and local people partici-
pation. In practice, unequal power relations and social
conflicts are quite common e.g., forest resources are
difficult to get for the poor and vulnerable commu-
nities. Consequently, asymmetry of power created a
sense “lack of rights” encouraging the vulnerable com-
munities to adapt illegal ways for better livelihoods

from the forest resources (Shackleton et al. 2002).

Way Forward
Changing trends and learned experiences are lead-

ing the world towards a new approach “conservation
and development” replacing with “conservation ver-
sus development”. The proponents of this approach
including governments, international donors and in-
ternational lending agencies are recalibrating their vi-
sion and mission statements to organize themselves
towards development without distorting the conserva-
tion. Following key recommendations for integrated
management and sustainable use of mangrove ecosys-
tems are needed to be considered;

• Since the first policy, it has been observed that
Sindh Board of Revenue (BoR) being the major
authority has no concerns and technical ex-
pertise  in  the  mangrove  forest management.
It  is  recommended  to  transfer  the  authorita-
tive ownership and powers to Sindh Forest
Department (SFD) for improved management
practices. Nevertheless, the main purpose for
mangrove forest management should be well-
defined and prioritized.

• An inter-institutional committee, comprising of
representatives from formal and informal insti-
tutions, research institutions, local communi-
ties, NGO’s and INGO’s, should be formed to
enlighten the scientific and indigenous knowl-
edge base, and management practices in the
mangrove ecosystems. Where feasible, multi-
ple-use management should be taken into con-
sideration for the ultimate goal of management.
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