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Understanding the effects of degradation of the local mangrove
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Local coastal communities in the global South often strongly depend on mangrove ecosystems
due to the array of ecosystem services they provide. We present a mixed methods
interdisciplinary study of the changing relationship within the local community in Oluvil,
Southeastern Sri Lanka, and the adjacent mangrove ecosystem over the last 20 years. A total of
25 ethnobiological questionnaires about mangrove use and perception, and 35 in-depth
interviews with a broader focus on the changes in the coastal environment were conducted.
Most of the original mangrove ecosystem has been lost in the last 20 years due to soil erosion,
increased wave action, deforestation and coastal development. Mangroves are perceived as an
important part of the local ecosystem especially by fishermen, who reported important changes
in fish abundance. High local dependence on mangrove firewood and the existence of culturally
important mangrove-derived food items were also mentioned. Oluvil was identified as a
community in transition, a community whose connection to nature is both impacted by
traditional utilitarian and modern recreational uses and values. Mangroves were perceived to
have a low resilience towards sea level rise and erosion, and reforestation efforts were not seen
as a promising way to stop the ongoing erosion. Even though, people were aware of the
mangrove degradation, its loss was not perceived as more important than the concurrent loss of
large stretches of the beach and the previously existing river delta. These findings call for the
consideration of changes in the social and ecological aspects of social-ecological systems,
beyond the mere assessment of ecosystem services use. This can provide an improved
understanding of the framing of mangrove ecosystem services and vulnerabilities. Furthermore,
this approach contributes to a more holistic view of coastal management.
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