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‘ ~ Sadly,
mangrove
forests in Malaysia

are not totally
protected.

COASTAL FORESTS

THERE'

Studies have shown
that mangrove
forests can help
blunt the impact

of tsunamis,
cyclones and
destructive tropical
storms, writes

DR A. ALDRIE AMIR

HE recent tsunami in
Banten, Indonesia re-
minded us of the tsuna-
mi that happened ex-

actly 14 years ago on Dec 26,
which had devastated many.
countries bordering the Indian
Ocean. Many villages on the
northwest coast of Peninsular
Malaysia, too, were badly affect-
ed, and most of the survivors are
still being haunted by vivid mem-
ories of that catastrophic event.

The 2004 catastrophe in one
way drove home the lesson that
Malaysia was not entirely safe
from geological disasters. More
il the killer

all

Sadly, mangrove forests in
Malaysia are not totally protect-
ed. Although large areas of man-
grove forests are gazetted as for-
est reserves under the manage-
ment and enforcement of the
Forestry Department, some oth-
er significant and sizeable areas
are still categorised as state
lands and privately owned lands.
These unprotected areas are all
earmarked for various develop-
ment plans. Herein lies the
Malaysian challenge.

Mangrove forests are a subject
of a number of international
treaties: the Ramsar Convention
on Wetlands, the Convention on
Biological Diversity, the United
Nations C i
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trees at the Pulau Kuk:

ohor National Park in Pontian.

mangrove plants. FILE PIC

(riverine and Kota

on Climate Change and the Unit-

Kinabalu Wetland in Sabah

ed Nations i Scientif- (basin
icand Cultural O isati Ramsar C¢
servation such as the i

the World Heritage Convention,
Man and Biosphere and Global
Geoparks Network.

Malaysia, too, is i to

i of
all types of natural wetlands on
the terrestrial and marine zones.
It also recognises the importance
inwhich

g
Pulau Kukup is a key biodiversity area with at least 35 species of

of Pulau Kukup as it is a precious
ecosystem sh: I
global communities. The oxygen
they release and the carbon they
sequester are just some of the
Key roles that the mangroves of
Pulau Kukup play.
In addition, Pulau Kukup is
ised as one of the most

these global treaties.

Being one of the most promi-
nent tropical coastal wetlands,
many mangrove forests around
the globe are designated as Ram-
sar sites under the Convention on

taught us the importance of man-
groves as they have been proven
to blunt the destructive force of
tsunamis.

Realising this, Malaysia em-
barked on a mission to rehabil-
itate mangrove and coastal
forests throughout the country’s
coastlines. A special annual bud-
get has been continuously allo-
cated for this mission and many
rehabilitated areas along the
coasts have seen much improve-
ment since the launch of the pro-
gramme in 2005.

The issue is, however, not only
about the success of the reha-
bilitation programme, but also
the legal protection and sustain-
ability of the existing and the re-

il mangrove habitats.

Wetlands of Impor-
tance or better known as the
Ramsar C: ion. The

of
795 sites around the world have
made the list.

Allin all, the ultimate aim of the
convention is to promote the con-
servation of wetland habitats.

sites in Malaysia are
being conserved through differ-
ent models and and

important key biodiversity areas,
especially as a habitat for at least.
35 species of mangrove plants,
and home to myriads of fauna,
particularly as an important
stopover for migratory birds.
This is on top of its role in coastal

ion ang ilisation, and

tion was adopted in the city of
Ramsar in Iran in 1971 It came
into force for Malaysia in 1995
after the designation of Tasek Be-
ra in Pahang, a freshwater lake
ecosystem, as our first Ramsar
sitein1994.

To date, Malaysia has designat-
ed seven Ramsar sites. The other
six Ramsar sites are m: e
forest habitats of different types:

managed by di
and agencies as land is a matter

in reducing the risks from hydro-
logical and meteorological haz-

within th

Recently, Pulau Kukup was in
the news as to its status as a
national park. Regardless of the
land status, the fragile mangrove
island of Pulau Kukup must be
protected and equipped with a
robust conservation plan incor-
porating all relevant policies and
laws. The status of Pulau Kukup
asa remain

ards and di 3

While Malaysia’s goal to be-
come a developed nation must be
welcomed, it must not be
achieved at the expense of our
rich biodiversity. And this in-
cludes our mangrove forests.

We must save them. Only then,
will they save us from the wrath of
the natural forces.

Pulau Kukup in Johor
mangroves), Tanjung Piai in Jo-
hor (fringe mangroves), Sungai
Pulai in Johor (riverine man-
groves), Kuching Wetlands Na-
tional Park in Sarawak (riverine

Lower Kinabatan-

this is in actual fact a global
brand name to attract and pro-

The writer is a senior lecturer/
research fellow of Institute for
i d

mote tourism for Jo- an

horand Malaysia. Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia
Itis best for all parties to agree  coordinator of The Malaysian

and work ively to pro- Mangrove Research Alliance and
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-Seg: Wetlands in Sabah

tect the pristine mangrove island

Network [MyMangrove)

With

adoanced
knowledge and
modern
technologies, we
might have
discovered new
ways to sustain
our economy, but
we should not
neglect the natural
resources that has
provided the basic
foundation for our
suroival in the first
place.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION

PRESERVING MANGROVES AND
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

The health of
mangroves has
dwindled and this
must be arrested,
writes DR A.
ALDRIE AMIR >

IKE humans, mangrove
forests require a consis-
tent supply of clean and

healthy fresh water for
their survival. This is an impor-
tant basic need often misunder-
stood by resource managers,
thinking mangroves would sur-
vive only in saline hydrological
condition.

Just like other plants and living
organisms, mangroves use fresh
water and oxygen for their phys-
iological development. But as op-
posed to other types of plants,
mangroves dominate sheltered
intertidal zones and tolerate the
salty environment.

‘Mangroves mainly flourish in
brackish estuarine areas where
the tidal water meets the fresh
water. Here, various physical,
chemical and biological ex-
changes and ta

areas locked by barrages for flood

are locked by barrages for flood
control and to maintain the
depth of water to allow for tour
boats and cruises to operate,
among others. One must under-
stand that mangroves favour the

control and tourist boats.

the start of any Kind of activities
on land, particularly when they
involve land acquisition, land

Mangroves favour the flow of water and the exchange of tides, but they will not survive in waterlogged

clearingand I h

Hence, the state exco, the dis-
trict and land offices together
with the municipalities must be

flow of water and h: f
tides, but they will not survive in
i ke waterlogged areas.
This negli

place.

For instance, the nutrients and
silts -transported by water from
both the marine and the terres-
trial environments merge in the
estuary to promote land building
and sediment enrichment, and in

mental aspects of river manage-
ment results in a destructive
- chain reaction.
River impoundment disrupts
the hydrology of a river, causing
‘mangroves and riparian plants to

due time, th ‘balances
and stabilises itself.
Incidentally, the process in-
cludes the loading of anthro-
pogenic pollutants, and therein
lies the additional challenge for
oves to remediate.
Naturally, mangroves as an
ecosystem are very efficient at
playing the remediating role.

die and marine fauna
as the water becomes stagnant,
anoxic and toxic. This situation
will backfire and cause river
tourism to collapse.

On a more critical note, river
pollution is a major issue in
Malaysia as we can hardly find
crystal clear rivers anymore, es-
pecially in the peninsula.

T} d

However now, the i
widens between the ever increas-
ing load of pollutants with the
continuous decline of mangrove
forests, decreasing their ability to

leased into the rivers eventually
reach the mangroves and enter
the ocean, affecting other down-
stream ecosystems such as the
corals.

function ively in providing
these substantial ecosystem ser-
vices.

Therefore, water quality and
pollution control should bea pri-

Damming and i
of rivers elevate this imbalance.
On one hand, dams lower the vol-
ume and minimise the speed of

mary

Based on the recent catastro-
phe in Sungai Kim Kim and other
previous cases, we obviously can-

the first authorities to set and en-
force the ground rules before ac-
cepting the idea, approving the
proposal and giving out licence
for any activity to be carried out
on land, and on water for that
matter.

Too often we hear sad pleas and
shocking complaints from vil-
lagers about polluting projects
and ' development, either estab-
lished legally orillegally, happen-
ing near them without any prior
notice. Of course other relevant
agencies, stakeholders and the
‘public have their roles to play too,
and it is now the time to coor-
dinate and identify the gaps in
the existing legal and enforce-
‘ment tools and standard operat-
ing procedures to overcome this
cross-sectoral issue. It is impor-
tant to note that many major
towns and cities throughout
Malaysia are located on coastal
areas.

Many of which have evolved
with a direct link and dependen-
cy on the resources from and sur-
rounding their rivers, estuaries

and coasts. As the towns and

q
q
q
|
somehow diminished. It seems
Tike our design for economic de-
velopment has undermined the
i of the i (]
one of the triple bottom lines of {
sustainable development, and
this s actually a very bad sign.
Unsustainable development is
a destructive key that Kills civil- (
isations. This had happened be-
fore to some old and ancient so-
cieties and this may happen
again if we don't care and if we ]
continue to ignore.
‘With advanced knowledge and ]

modern technologies, we might
have discovered new ways, solu-
tions and alternatives to sustain
our economy, but we should not
neglect the original surrounding
— the natural resources and the
environment — that have provid-
ed the basic foundation for our
survival in the first place.

‘Water and rivers are the agents
and medium that connect lives
and provide living for many mil-
lions of their dependents, and it
is our responsibility to protect
and to manage them well.

In order to do that, we must not
go down the unsustainable de-
velopment road as it will take us
to a dead end, from which no exit
is possible, not even a U-turn.

The writer is senior lecturer and
research fellow at Institute for

fresh water flow, i
salinity of water and the concen-
tration of pollutants in the es-
tuaries.

On the other hand, some rivers

notjust: onthe. of
Environment and the Environ-
‘mental Quality Act alone.

Controlling water and river pol-
Iution must begin right before

the priority onsus-

taining the health of mangroves
and rivers has dwindled.

Our attachment to these nat-

ural resources as our lifeline has

[Lestari), Universiti Kebangsaan.
Malaysia and coordinator for the
Malaysian Mangrove Research
Alliance and Network (MyMangrove)
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MASS TOURISM HURTS MA

ODAY is the Interna-
tional Day for the Con-
servation of the Man-
grove Ecosystem.

This is the third year it is being
celebrated after it was pro-
claimed by the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organisation (Unesco) atits
38th General Conference in Paris
on Nov 6, 2015.

Mangroves are established
mainly on sheltered tropical and
subtropical coastlines.

Although mangroves cover one
per cent of the earth’s land mass,
they play important roles and
contribute significantly to global
sustainability.

Maintaining water, nutrient
and climatic cycles are just some
of their prominent functions.

Scientists have recognised
mangroves as the most efficient
ecosystem to sequester atmo-
spheric carbon, anatural process
which becomes one of the best
mechanisms — our best weapon

to counter global warming and
climate change. This is the cen-
tral role performed by man-
groves.

The importance of mangroves
is globally recognised and there
are international efforts in place
to push for their protection and
conservation.

One of these efforts is through
the Ramsar Convention.

Malaysia is a proud party to the
convention with seven designat-
ed sites, of which six are man-
grove forest sites.

They are Pulau Kukup, Tanjung
Piai and Sungai Pulai National
Parks in Johor, Kuching Wet-
lands National Park in Sarawak,

o - = =
There must be careful consideration when carrying out tourism
PIC

designated as Unesco sites. FILE

of forest reserves under the Na-
tional Forestry Act or the Nation-
al Parks Act.

Other mangrove sites are being
protected together with the de-
lineation of marine parks under
the National Fisheries Act and
state laws such as Sabah’s Parks
Enactment.

Being recognised as a site of
international importance is an

and Lower Ki Seg;
ma Wetlands and Kota Kinabalu
Wetlands in Sabah.

Other global mangrove conser-
vation efforts are linked to Un-
esco programmes, including the
Man and the Biosphere, Local
and Indigenous Knowledge Sys-
tems, International F g

y privilege.

It opens up tremendous oppor-
tunities for an area to be pro-
tected and preserved with strict
regulations and guidelines with-
out compromising the cultural
use by local communities.

The recognition of a site by in-
i i usually

Programme, World Heritage
Convention and Global Geoparks
Network.

The only Unesco conservation
site involving mangroves in
Malaysia is at the Langkawi Glob-
al Geopark.

On top of these international
efforts, mangroves in Malaysia
are being p d and con-

demands that comprehensive
plans and resource management
be undertaken by local author-
ities, with the participation of lo-
cal communities for the mainte-
nance and protection of the site’s

distinctive property.
The recognition also brings
multiple benefits and provides
ing Itisare-

international attention, a brand
name with a huge global fan
base.

The branding triggers the birth
and development of a massive
tourism industry and all other
complementary industries which
contribute to the country’s so-
cio-economic development.

However, without a compre-
hensive governance framework
and careful management and
control, development would grow
at the expense of the environ-
ment.

Marco d’Eramo, in his 2014 ar-
ticle entitled “Unescocide” pub-
lished in the New Left Review,

ibed thi

work near

of the ecosystems in our man-
grove ecotourism sites.

One identified anthropogenic
impact is the tour and cruise
boats that frequent the man-
grove sites.

These boats, depending on the
speed they travel, produce waves
that can cause erosion of the riv-
er banks.

The heavy scouring of sedi-
ment will eventually result in the
uprooting and loss of mangrove
trees.

Consequently, the channels be-
come wider and the water be-
comes shallower, altering the hy-
drology and the morphology of
theri d estuaries.

this ph p:
ticularly the destructive tourism
industries and communities sur-
rounding the establishment of
Unesco World Cultural Heritage
sites.

A steady increase in the num-
ber of tourists has taken its toll
on the environmental integrity of
the mangroves in Malaysia.

Catalysed by tourism activities,

served through the gazettement

+
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markable identity that can draw

impacts are af-
fecting the health and resilience

Changes in the physical char-
acteristics of the mangrove
forests will negatively affect the
ecosystem, including protection
from coastal and climatic haz-
ards.

More environmental issues as-
sociated with mass tourism are
expected to occur, ranging from
waste and litter to run-offs and
leachate, which may pollute the
estuarine waters and affect the

health of marine life.

Careful consideration must be
given when carrying out tourism
and development activities near
mangrove areas.

Itis crucial to be equipped with
integrated and effective mea-
sures to mitigate these risks, es-
pecially mangrove conservation
sites designated as Unesco sites.

As the third largest country
with mangrove forest cover,
Malaysia’s mangroves play a sig-
nificant role on the global stage.

Each mangrove tree is the main
actor in the climate change dra-
ma. As a stakeholder and global
citizen, Malaysia must invest in
conservation efforts to protect
its mangroves and natural envi-
ronment for the benefit of cur-
rent and future generations.

DRA. ALDRIE AMIR

Senior Lecturer/Research Fellow,
Institute for Environment

and Development at

Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, and
Coordinator at The Malaysian
Mangrove Research Alliance

and Network

During my

recent field
trips to various
mangrove forests
and islands on the
west coast of
Peninsular
Malaysia, there
were sightings of
plastic litter in the
mangroves and on
the shores
throughout the
coast.

ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY

PROTECTING OUR MANGROVES

AND COASTAL WETLANDS

A waste disposal and management system
‘must be implemented to control plastic
litter and marine pollution from

affecting mangroves and coastal habitats,

HE prospect of the en-
vironment is looking
great for Malaysia with

writes DR A. ALDRIE AMIR

priorities. Thus, holistic conser-
vation objectives were hard to
achieve.

the recent

ment by the government during

the mid-term review of the 1ith
Malaysia Plan.

In the review, primary focus

was given on environmental sus-

Naturally, g and all
other wetlands play an important
function as kidneys in the natural
landscapes. Mangroves, in par-
ticular, are able to filter nutrient
and sediment transported from

(Thrust. b
gised through:
ENHANCEMENT of governance

system;
(CONSERVATION of habitats and
natural resources; and,
MITIGATING impacts and risks
of climate change and disasters.
All targets and strategies have
been aligned to the United Na-
tions” i D

the through the rivers
and channels before being
flushed into the sea. They also act
as a sponge to absorb water that
otherwise, in excess, would cause
floods. These are the key ecolog-
ical points that need to be un-
derstood by managers when
tackling coastal land-use and mu-
nicipality issues.
he

Goals, and one of the key new
targets announced was the intro-
duction of a new environmental
protection law to give more teeth
to enforcers and pool resources
across agencies. We've never ac-
tually never had any powerful law

The of
in the intertidal zones is signif-
icant to minimise the impacts
from tides, waves and winds to
the land. The tall, dense and
steady trees of the forested
coastal wetlands naturally form a
barrier or a buffer to protect
< = o

to protect the and
natural resources in a holistic in-
tegrated manner. There are ex-
isting piecemeal laws and regu-
lations, but with too many gaps
and loopholes in the enforce-
ment.

coastal
in addition to providing other vi-
tal ecosystem services.

There are minimum require-
ments for mangroves as an
eecosystem to perform these var-
ious functions, and there are also

it that

Due to the lack in i
legal protection, the most affect-
ed (and neglected) habitats and
ecosystems are our wetlands —
both on the terrestrial and
coastal zones. This is clearly re-
flected in the qualit ourrivers,

limits from

mangroves can tolerate, and this
is the classic negligence —a com-
plicating scenario induced by hu-
man interference on the natural
systems. The impacts from an-
ic di usual-

lakes and peat swamps, as well as
the declining state of our man-
groves, seagrasses and other
coastal and marine wetlands.
The key impacts on our wet-
lands were driven by land-use
change, and the polluting efflu-
ence that came mainly from agri-
culture, mining, logging, industry
and urban developments. All of
these mentioned activities and
drivers were monitored, con-
trolled and enforced by different
departments or agencies with a
different set of legal tools and

Harnessing Malaysia's

ly exceed the threshold limits im-

COURTESY OF WRITER

lands on the west coast of Penin-
sular Malaysia, there were sight-
ings of plastic litter in the man-
groves and on the shores
throughout the coast. Accumu-
lated plastic litter can have major
negative consequences on man-
groves. For instance, they occupy
ground space and create unnec-
essary competition — deterring
seedlings to establish and grow,
while suffocating and choking the
faunal organisms. Plastic litter al-
so affect tidal flushing, causing
stress on the ecosystem with in-
creased salinity and chemical de-
posits.

Furthermore, plastic litter
could also promote the spread of
mosquito- and other pest- and
water-related diseases, among
others.

Marine debris issue is, of
course, not a simple one to re-
solve as it involves trans-bound-
ary movement of litter, but lo-
cally, poor management of solid
waste especially in coastal vil-
lages and towns is found.to be the
prominent root cause. Some fish-

plicating not only the
but also the surrounding land-
scapes and communities. Com-
pounding effects from anthro-
pogenic di: with ex-

in not ith
a proper refuse centre and a
proper waste collection system,
while some are without a proper

treme disasters would cause the
lified

Marine litter in a mangrove forest along Sungai Kelang. PIC

the daily flood and ebb tides.
Critically, during spring tides
(new moon and full moon), all low
lying villages are flooded and the
tides will wash away unmanaged
litter when ebbing, and con-
tribute further to the marine de-
bris issue.

Therefore, a proper waste dis-
posal and management system
must be implemented and en-
forced especially in coastal vil-
lages and islands to control plas-
tic litter and marine pollution
from affecting the mangroves
and other marine and coastal
habitats.

A good governance system with
comprehensive measures and ac-
tions involving various authori-
ties and stakeholders must be
carried out to address cross-sec-
toral environmental issues, like
the impacts of marine debris on
mangroves and other coastal
wetlands. These measures and
actions should be laid out as
clearly as possible in the desired
environmental protection law
with hefty penalties to be im-
posed on any offense.

This proposed act offers a ray
of light for total environmental
protection in Malaysia, and it is
very much hoped that it would

Many forests are still
R & :

impacts to b

soon 3

Marine debris (particularly
plastic litter) is an essential ex-
ample of an issue to be tackled by
this proposed comprehensive en-
vironmental law.

During my recent field trips to
various mangrove forests and is-

dumping sites, while some man-
grove estuaries are suppressed
by the impacts of leachate and
overflow garbage from the near-
by illegal landfills.

Itis crucial to note that coastal
villages are directly affected by

FHLSGDAY, L . Nrw st rmits e

The writer is senior lecturer and
research fellow at the Institute for
Environment and Development,
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia.
He is also the coordinator of My-
Mangrove, the Malaysian Mangrove
Research Alliance and Network
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As Malaysia progresses to become a high income economy, human de-
velopment continues to grow at the expense of her natural resources
and the environment. Mangroves are one particular downstream wet-
land habitat to bear witness and to have suffered first-hand impacts
from land-use change for socio-economic development. Due to various
reasons, mangrove forest area has dwindled especially in the final
quarter of the past century, parallel to the period where the country’s
growth was most rapid with a steady increase in population. This is a
showcase of the impacts of economic expansion through agriculture,
aquaculture and urban development in one of the most iconic man-
grove forest sites in the Peninsular - a reflection of the national and re-
gional ‘progress’ from 1960s until present day - implicating the link-
ages and networks of mangroves with their adjacent habitats, as well
as on their roles, functionings and benefits. The threshold between
human development and the environmental integrity of mangrove
habitats must be identified, recognised and strictly set as a limit.
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THE MALAYSIAN MANGROVE RESEARCH ALLIANCE & NETWORK
http://www.ukm.my/aldrie
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