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Abstract 

Mangrove habitats are critical ecosystems that provide various ecological, social, and economic benefits. 

In the Wouri Estuary of Douala, Cameroon, these mangroves are essential but fragile ecosystems, facing 

significant threats from human activities and governance failures. Mangroves in this region serve as 

natural buffers against coastal erosion and nurseries for marine life and provide crucial woody resources 

to local communities. However, unsustainable harvesting and poor governance frameworks threaten the 

ecological integrity of the mangroves. This paper explores the interactions within these mangrove habitats, 

focusing on the governance challenges surrounding using woody resources. It examines the environmental 

impacts of resource extraction, socio-economic pressures, and governance issues while proposing solutions 

for sustainable management. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Mangrove ecosystems are some of the most productive environments on Earth, providing critical services 

such as carbon sequestration, shoreline protection, and habitats for marine species. In Cameroon, the 

mangroves of the Wouri Estuary in the Douala region are vital to both environmental stability and local 

livelihoods. These mangrove habitats protect coastlines from erosion, support biodiversity, and serve as 

sources of fuelwood and timber for surrounding communities. However, rapid urbanization, illegal 

logging, and weak governance threaten the sustainability of these ecosystems. 

The reliance on woody resources from mangroves and the lack of effective management policies have led 

to unsustainable exploitation. This paper aims to highlight the governance challenges that complicate the 

sustainable management of these resources in the Wouri Estuary, examining the ecological and socio-

economic impacts of current practices. 
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2. The Mangrove Habitats of the Wouri Estuary 

2.1 Ecological Importance 

Mangrove habitats in the Wouri Estuary play a crucial role in coastal protection by preventing erosion, 

buffering storm surges, and stabilizing sediments. The complex root systems of mangroves also provide 

essential nurseries for fish and other marine species, which are vital for local fisheries. These habitats 

contribute to biodiversity conservation, supporting various species of birds, crustaceans, and fish that 

depend on the mangrove environment. 

Mangroves are also significant carbon sinks, capturing and storing large amounts of carbon, which helps 

mitigate climate change. The health of these mangrove habitats is closely linked to the broader 

environmental stability of the Wouri Estuary and the livelihoods of local populations. 

2.2 Socio-Economic Significance 

Local communities around the Wouri Estuary heavily depend on mangrove wood for fuel and 

construction materials. Mangroves are a readily available resource that supports the daily needs of many 

households, particularly for cooking and heating. The estuary's waters also provide fish and other marine 

resources integral to local economies. 

However, this dependence on mangrove resources has led to overharvesting, putting significant pressure 

on the ecosystem. Thus, these habitats' socio-economic importance is intertwined with environmental 

sustainability, as continued resource extraction at current rates threatens both the ecosystem and the 

livelihoods it supports. 

 

3. Governance Challenges in Mangrove Resource Management 

3.1 Weak Policy Frameworks and Enforcement 

While present on paper, Cameroon's policies regarding mangrove protection suffer from weak 

enforcement and overlapping responsibilities among various government agencies. National laws such as 

the Forestry and Environmental Codes provide guidelines for sustainable resource management, but their 

implementation is inconsistent. In many cases, local communities have limited involvement in decision-

making processes, leading to governance failures where top-down policies are disconnected from ground 

realities. 

Moreover, corruption and illegal logging operations exacerbate the depletion of mangrove resources. 

Many individuals and businesses exploit the mangroves without proper regulation, leading to habitat 

degradation and loss of biodiversity. This governance gap creates significant challenges for conservation 

efforts. 

3.2 Conflicts Between Traditional and Modern Governance 

Traditional governance systems once played an essential role in managing natural resources within local 

communities. These systems, led by community elders or chiefs, regulated the use of mangroves through 



Vol-2 Issue-2 2024 

Scientific Research Journal of Environment, Earth and Physical Science 

ISSN: 2584-0614, Peer Reviewed Journal 

 

 

10163  isrdo.com 23 

customary laws. However, with the imposition of state-led governance, these traditional practices have 

been largely sidelined, leading to conflicts over resource ownership and use rights. 

The erosion of traditional governance structures has contributed to ambiguities in mangrove resource 

management. This, in turn, has led to increased illegal harvesting, as local communities either reject 

modern governance frameworks or find them inadequate for addressing their needs. 

 

4. Environmental Impacts of Mangrove Exploitation 

4.1 Deforestation and Habitat Degradation 

The overharvesting of mangrove wood for fuel and timber has led to significant deforestation in the 

Wouri Estuary. Removing mangroves weakens coastal protection, making the area more vulnerable to 

erosion, flooding, and storm surges. This deforestation also destroys critical habitats for fish and other 

marine species, decreasing biodiversity and fisheries productivity. 

In addition to direct deforestation, land conversion for agriculture, urbanization, and industrial 

development has further contributed to habitat degradation. These activities, combined with unsustainable 

resource extraction, pose a severe threat to the ecological health of the Wouri Estuary. 

4.2 Biodiversity Loss 

As mangrove habitats are destroyed, the species that rely on these ecosystems for breeding, shelter, and 

food are also at risk. The loss of biodiversity within the mangroves affects local fisheries as fish 

populations decline due to the destruction of nursery areas. Additionally, many bird and reptile species 

that inhabit the mangroves face similar threats, which could lead to local extinctions and broader 

ecological imbalance. 

The reduction in biodiversity also has socio-economic consequences, as the decline in fish stocks affects 

food security and the livelihoods of local communities who depend on fishing. 

 

5. Socio-Economic Drivers of Overexploitation 

5.1 Poverty and Livelihood Pressures 

Poverty is one of the main drivers of unsustainable mangrove exploitation in the Wouri Estuary. For 

many households, the extraction of mangrove wood is a vital source of income and energy. With few 

alternatives for fuel or employment, local communities often resort to illegal logging or overharvesting to 

meet their needs. 

The lack of affordable energy sources, such as gas or electricity, also entrenches the reliance on mangrove 

wood for cooking. Without viable alternatives, the overexploitation of mangrove resources will likely 

continue, further degrading the ecosystem. 
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5.2 Commercialization and Market Demand 

The commercialization of mangrove wood has contributed to the rise in illegal logging operations as 

market demand for fuelwood and timber increases. Traders and intermediaries often exploit local 

communities by purchasing mangrove wood at low prices, encouraging further overharvesting. This 

commercialization not only accelerates resource depletion but also undermines conservation efforts. 

Additionally, the growing population of Douala and its surrounding areas has increased the demand for 

land and resources, putting further pressure on the mangroves as urban expansion encroaches on these 

habitats. 

 

6. Sustainable Solutions for Mangrove Management 

6.1 Community-Led Resource Management 

One of the most effective solutions to address the governance challenges in the Wouri Estuary is the 

adoption of community-led resource management models. By involving local communities in decision-

making processes and giving them ownership over the sustainable use of mangrove resources, these 

models can create a more collaborative approach to conservation. 

Community-based monitoring systems can help curb illegal logging and ensure sustainable harvesting 

practices. Moreover, education and awareness programs can raise understanding of mangroves' ecological 

importance, fostering a conservation culture. 

6.2 Policy Strengthening and Enforcement 

More robust policies and enforcement mechanisms are essential to protect the Wouri Estuary's mangrove 

habitats. Clarifying the roles and responsibilities of government agencies, coupled with transparent 

governance, can help close the loopholes that allow illegal activities to persist. It is also crucial to 

harmonize traditional and modern governance frameworks, ensuring that local customs are integrated into 

formal management strategies. 

Improved law enforcement, particularly in targeting illegal logging operations, will be necessary to curb 

further degradation of the mangroves. Investing in training for local authorities and law enforcement 

agencies can help ensure that regulations are consistently applied. 

6.3 Development of Alternative Livelihoods and Energy Sources 

Reducing the dependence on mangrove wood requires the development of alternative livelihoods and 

energy sources for local communities. Sustainable aquaculture, eco-tourism, and reforestation programs 

could provide alternative income sources that reduce pressure on mangrove ecosystems. Additionally, 

promoting clean cooking technologies, such as solar cookers or biogas, could help reduce the demand for 

fuelwood. 
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By diversifying income opportunities and providing alternative energy options, local communities can 

transition away from unsustainable resource extraction practices, ensuring the long-term health of the 

mangrove habitats. 

 

7. Conclusion 

The mangrove habitats of the Wouri Estuary in Douala, Cameroon, are critical ecosystems that provide 

both ecological and socio-economic benefits. However, they are under threat from unsustainable 

exploitation and weak governance frameworks. Addressing these challenges requires a holistic approach 

that includes strengthening governance, involving local communities in resource management, and 

promoting alternative livelihoods. Taking decisive action makes it possible to protect these valuable 

ecosystems and ensure their continued contribution to environmental stability and local economies. 
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