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Abstract 
One of the vegetation zones of Akwa Ibom State (AKS) is the mangrove forest, which is found in 
Itu, Mbo, Okobo, Oron, Ikot Abasi, Eastern Obolo, Onna, Ibeno, Eket and Esit Eket Local 
Government Areas (LGAs). The mangrove stretch is endowed with plants, palms, fish and 
shellfish, various wildlife, birds and other useful macro and micro plants and animals. These 
resources are however, likely to be endangered unless sensible management strategies are adopted 
to ensure their sustainability. This paper highlights the resources contributions to the sustainable 
livelihood of the people of the coastal communities of Akwa Ibom State with the view to 
sensitizing AKS government on the need for their sustainable management.  
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Introduction 
The Mangrove region of Akwa Ibom State is situated within the Niger Delta Area 
covering Oron, Mbo, Eket, Ibeno, Esit Eket, Onna and Eastern Obolo LGAs of the State. 
It is mainly found in the Coastal Areas of the State and found in between the freshwater 
and salt water swamps. The mangrove forest is the largest among the four ecological sub-
zones of the Niger Delta Region comprising the coastal Barrier Island, the mangrove, 
freshwater swamp forest and the low land rain forest (Mmom and Arokoyu, 2010). 
Mangroves comprise large and extensive types of trees with medium height and shrubs 
that grow in saline coastal sediment habitats in the tropics and subtopics – mainly 
between latitudes 25oN and 25oS. The word mangrove is used in at least three senses: 
most broadly with reference to the habitat and entire plant assemblage, for which the 
terms mangrove forest biome, mangrove swamp and mangrove forest are also used; to all 
trees and large shrubs in the mangrove family of plants, the Rhizophora; and the 
mangrove biome which, is a distinct saline woodland or shrub-land habitat ,characterized 
by depositional coastal environment, where fine sediments (often with high organic 
content) are collected in areas protected from high energy wave action. The saline 
conditions tolerated by various mangrove species range from brackish water, through 
pure seawater to water concentrated by evaporation and over twice the salinity of ocean 
seawater. 
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The mangrove forest is rich in both aquatic and terrestrial biodiversity (Mmom and 
Arokoyu, 2010). It is an embodiment of various plants, wildlife and fisheries species in 
both terrestrial and aquatic environments. It also protects soil and water reservoirs, 
stabilizes the hydrological regime, carbon sequestration and provides habitats for numerous 
flora and fauna. Mangrove ecosystems represent natural capital capable of producing a wide 
range of goods and services for coastal environment, communities and society as a whole. 
Some of these out-puts such as timber, are freely exchanged in formal markets.  
 
Mangroves provide habitat for many wildlife species, including commercial fish and 
crustaceans, thus contributing to the local abundance of fish and shellfish populations. 
They support a range of wildlife species, including crocodiles, birds, tigers, deer, 
monkeys and honey bees. Many animals find Shelter in the roots or branches of 
mangroves. Mangroves serve as rookeries, or nesting areas, for coastal birds such as 
brown pelicans and roseate spoonbills. Many migratory species depend on mangroves for 
part of their seasonal migrations. Mangroves improve and maintain coastal water quality 
by abiotic and biotic retention, removal and cycling of nutrients, pollutants, and 
particulate matter from land-based sources, filtering these materials from water before 
they reach seaward coral reef and sea-grass habitats. Mangrove reef systems slow water 
flow, facilitating the deposition of sediment. Toxins and nutrients can be bound to 
sediment particles or within the molecular lattice of clay particles and are removed during 
sediment deposition. When compared with the expense of constructing a seawater 
treatment plant, mangroves are commonly selected as receiving areas of effluent, 
notionally recommended for treatment of aquaculture and sewage effluents. 
 
Mangroves are functionally linked to neighbouring coastal ecosystem. For example, 
ferruginous sediments and nutrients carried by freshwater runoff are first filtered by 
coastal forests, then by mangrove wetlands, and finally by sea-grass beds before reaching 
coral reefs. The existence and health of coral reefs depend on buffering capacity of these 
shoreward ecosystems, which support the polytrophic conditions needed by coral reefs to 
limit overgrowth of algae, mangroves supply nutrients to adjacent coral reef and sea-
grass communities, sustaining these habitats’ primary production and general health. 
 
Mangrove communities protect shorelines during storm events by absorbing wave energy 
and reduce the velocity of water passing through the roof barrier because of their 
intricately entangled above-ground reef systems. Also, mangroves help in protecting 
inter-tidal sediment along coastlines from eroding away in harsh weather year round. 
 
Mangrove Resources and Livelihood in the Coastal Communities of Akwa Ibom 
State 
Mangrove resources provide quantifiable and unquantifiable benefits to the coastal 
communities of Akwa Ibom State. The quantifiables can be summarized under food, 
fuelwood, herbal medicines, farm inputs, fodder, employment and income. The 
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unquantifiable or indirect benefits include coastal erosion control, pollution control, 
carbon sequestration and provision of habitats for wildlife species. According to Aju and 
Uwalaka (2010), mangrove forest remains a very important resource base of Nigerian 
economy contributing to the livelihood strategies of the rural people. The following are 
highlighted as contributions of mangrove resources to the livelihood of the coastal 
communities in particular and the entire people of Akwa Ibom State.  
 
(1)  Provision of Food 
The diverse terrestrial wildlife, aquatic wildlife and fisheries resources such as fish and 
shellfish, crocodiles, monkeys, birds, shrimps, periwinkles, crayfish, crabs and many 
others provide ready and steady food to the rural communities at the coastal areas of the 
Akwa Ibom State. For instance crayfish and fish from some coastal areas such as Ibeno, 
Mbo, Oron and Itu are held in high esteem by the communities around the coastal areas. 
They depend heavily on these resources for their daily dietary needs and satisfaction. The 
health status of these people is sustained partly by the high protein content of fish and 
animal resources. Leaves, nuts, stems and roots of some plants are good sources of food 
to the rural communities because they are readily available especially during off-season 
periods.  

 

Some mangrove products such as plants and animals are used as food supplements, 
condiments, thickening agents, and flavours, leafy vegetables, edible flowers, edible oils, 
species, fruit drinks and non-alcoholic beverages, alcoholic drinks, mushrooms, honey 
and bush meat, snail, insects and a variety of others (Etukudo, 2000; Aju and Uwalaka, 
2010). All these food resources are lightly cherished for their provision of protein, 
energy, vitamins, essential minerals and dietary flavours thus, improving peoples’ health. 
Kaimowitz (2007) reported that in 62 of the least developed countries, people rely on 
wild meat and locally captured fish for over 20% of their protein, many of which are 
associated with the forest ecosystem. Roche (1974) also stated that although a 
consideration of food balance sheets for many developing countries indicated that the 
quantity of food available for consumption was far below what was required for good 
health, yet people in West Africa did not manifest obvious signs of malnutrition. This he 
attributed to the massive amount of protein, carbohydrates and vitamins obtained from 
wild and semi-wild fruits, food trees and vegetables that were unrecorded in the food 
balance sheet and were generally neglected for planning for increased food production. 
Much of the financial resources are saved by the local (coastal) communities where 
mangrove resources abound, since they depend on these resources for daily needs and 
subsistence. 

  
Plants in the mangrove region that provide needed food and food supplements/ingredients 
include coconut, the oil palm, and several herbs. The coconut which is found at the 
coastal areas within the mangrove forest zone of the state provides oil which is used by 
the people in preparing local dishes. The oil is extracted and used in preparing rice and 
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other delicacies, coconut water (liquid endosperm) is a sweet refreshing drink and is 
always used by the rural coastal people to seep garri and it can be drunk alone since it is 
always very appetizing and nourishing. The coconut flesh (solid endosperm) is eaten raw 
or shredded, dried and eaten. It is usually eaten with garri (either dry garri or seeped), 
maize, and tapioca (edita iwa in Ibibio language). This provides protein, fat and 
carbohydrates to the people thereby caring for their dietary needs. FAO (1995) and 
Etukudo (2003) reported that coconut flesh contains 36.30% water, 4.50% protein, 
41.60% fat, 13.0% carbohydrates, 3.60% fibre and 1.0% minerals. Thus, coconut remains 
a source of balanced diet for the people. Coconut is found in abundance in this region and 
is a major source of livelihood to the people of the coastal areas of Akwa Ibom State 
because of their tolerant to mangrove soils. The people dry coconut flesh to form copra -
source of coconut oil and oil cake. Copra contains 6.80% water, 7.60% protein, 63.70% 
fat, 16.10% carbohydrate 3.80% fibre and 2.0% minerals (FAO, 1995; Etukudo 2003). 
The refined coconut is used to manufacture margarine, edible oil and food products. The 
people use coconut milk, produced by squeezing the freshly grated endosperm mixed 
with a little quantity of water through a sieve to cook the popular coconut rice (edesi isip 
in Ibibio language) which is highly cherished by the local people. 

  
The palm oil produced from the outside fibre of the palm fruits is used in food 
preparation. In fact there is hardly any cooking that does not require palm oil and this is 
used in homes by the people. The oil palm trees grow around the coastal shores and are 
readily used by the coastal communities in this regard. Margarine is usually prepared 
with palm oil. In addition to chewing the palm kernels, it is used locally in preparing 
several household products. Palm wine is tapped from the male inflorescence especially 
when the tree is felled, though this is not very popular because when this is done, the 
palm does not fruit again. Several herbs and shrubs found along the coast of the 
mangrove region of Akwa Ibom State are used in soup preparation and other delicacies. 
For instance, bulb vegetables e.g. Allium cepa and A. sativum and several ferns e.g. 
Pteoris spp from the swamps are harvested by the people and used for soups. According 
to Etukudo (2000), several leafy vegetables such as Adansonia digitata, Ceiba pentandra, 
Albezzia zyga, Pterocarpus mildbraedii, P. santalinoides, P. osun and P. Soyauxi and 
many others are used by the local communities to prepare various kinds of dishes. These 
provide ready and steady source of food for them, thus curbing extra expenditures in 
procuring other food supplements. The people also collect several food thickeners from 
the swamps and mangrove forests to condition their soups. Such thickeners include seeds 
of Afzelia Africana, Irvingia gabonensis, Parkia biglobosa, Cumunis nelo, etc. 
 
Generally, the mangrove resources provide sustainable means of livelihood to the people 
of the coastal communities of Akwa Ibom State in the area of provision of food and food 
supplements, thus minimizing their expenditure on alternative food sources, which are 
sometimes beyond their reach.  
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The wine palm, Raphia hookeri yields palm wine, a popular refreshing sweet, sugary 
drink especially when fresh. This drink is important in the social, cultural and economic 
nexus of the people of the coastal communities. The yeast derived as dregs is used to 
make bread. The fermented palm wine is distilled by the local people to obtain the local 
gin (ufofop, kaikai) which is also important in the traditional, religious, social cultural and 
economic life of the people. 

 
(2)   Provision of fuelwood 
Mangrove plants such as trees, shrubs, twigs, climbers, etc. provide a good fuelwood to 
the people living around the coastal areas of Akwa Ibom State. Trees like Rhizophora spp 
provide ready fuelwood to the people. Several shrubs and climbers also make good 
sources of energy for both domestic cooking and for sale. The available fuelwood helps 
in curbing extra expenditure on other sources of energy such as kerosene and gas. 
According to Aju and Uwalaka (2010) fuelwood is the primary source of energy 
accounting for over 90% of the total energy used for domestic purposes in Nigeria. The 
rural communities of the coastal areas of Akwa Ibom State which are inhabited by low 
and semi-low income earners use fuelwood as their main source energy for domestic 
purposes. Operators of cottage/small scale industries and commercial enterprises such as 
pottery, hotels, schools, etc. utilize fuelwood in their various businesses. Since the 
processes in acquiring fuelwood require limited labour, time and fund, this helps the rural 
people to curtail some of the expenditure in procuring alternative sources of fuel such as 
gas and kerosene. Fuelwood consumption enhances the cultural habits of people who will 
continue to cherish the use of fuelwood to other energy sources even among the rich and 
enlightened elites. It is noted that such people relish roasted yam, plantain and roasted 
African pear eaten with roasted maize. Fish smoking, processing of palm oil and huge 
cooking at events such as burials, weddings and launching are also done with fuelwood 
(Etukudo, 2000). 

  
In addition to plants from the Rhizophora spp, plants oil palm, wine palm and coconut 
trees found in the mangrove region of AKS, also provide materials used as fuelwood by 
the local people. For instance palm oil fibre (Nkwed in Ibibio language), palm kernel shell 
(Nkpok-isip), roots, trunk (split to small pieces), bunch refuse (nkom-oyob) palm fronds 
(ndak eyob) all make excellent burning materials for the local people. The midrib and 
leaves of raphia palms are also used as firewood by the people; shell of coconut also burn 
excellently. As usual, these forests products, which are readily available at the disposal of 
the people of the coastal communities, help in curtailing the expenditure on alternative 
sources of fuel such as kerosene and gas. 

 
(3)     Source of herbal medicines 
Mangrove plants provide various forms of herbs used in treatment of various ailments by 
people living around the coastal areas of Akwa Ibom State. This way, local communities 
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are able to save money that would have been expended on alternative or orthodox 
medicines. It is known that every plant in the forest – including the mangrove plant – is a 
potential medicine (Etukudo, 2000; Omokhua and Ofodile, 2010). Most illnesses, which 
are usually termed incurable by conventional medicine practitioners are very possibly 
cured by herbs from forest plants. Hence, lives in the communities are saved with little or 
no expenditure on orthodox drugs. 

  
Examples of other mangrove forest resources which provide sources of medicines to the 
people of the coastal communities of Akwa Ibom State include the coconut tree, the palm 
wine tree and the oil palm tree. For instance the coconut liquid is taken by the local 
people as antidote against many infections such as snake-bite, poison etc. Nursing 
mothers in the communities take palm wine to increase their breast milk production. 
Also, palm oil and kernels are always taken by the local people as antidote to those 
suspected to be poisoned. Equally, they usually mix the root ashes of oil palms with salt 
and fresh palm oil to expel the placenta from women after delivery. Raw palm oil is 
applied on cuts, sores and wounds to hasten healing. The usages to which mangrove 
plants provide the local people in the area of medicine are many and varied. This goes a 
long way to cater for their medicinal needs without expending on orthodox drugs, which 
sometimes are not available at the local communities and which might fall beyond the 
reach of the average person in the communities. 

 
(4)    Provision of raw materials for local trades 
Mangrove plants provide local raw materials like poles, yam stakes, fibres for basket and 
mat production, materials for making farm tools e.g. hoe, axe, cutlass, digger handles and 
crop processing equipment e.g. garri making. Fencing materials are also provided by the 
Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs). The people also make use of parts of mangrove 
plants such as raphia and oil palm, or bamboo trees to prepare food storage barns, 
livestock pens, fish smoking equipment and other farm buildings. Leaves from 
Mytragyna spp are used in wrapping cola-nuts, fishes, shrimps, crayfish and a variety of 
items. All these help in sustaining the rural people instead of spending money in 
procuring alternative materials for such items. 

  
Several plants in the mangrove provide raw materials to the local people. For instance, 
the leaves of the rattan palm, Lacosperma secundiflora are used by them as roofing 
materials for their thatched houses. The stem is used to make baskets of various sizes and 
for various uses e.g. hampers, flower holders, chairs, tables, babies cots, trays, hats, 
fishing gears, lamp shades, wig stands, etc. It is also used as tying material. 

  
The Nypa fruticans or the mangrove palm possesses leaves, which provide excellent 
roofing mats, hats, caps, and brooms. The mature kernel is used by the people to produce 
local earring, necklaces, bangles, hair-clips, rings, buttons, nametags and brushes. The 
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coastal people use the leaves for thatching and fishing poles. Udofia et al. (2009) found 
that coastal communities of AKS utilized Nypa fruticans in the order: leaves – 69.50%, 
fruits – 36.75%, leaflets/midrib – 26% and seeds – 21.75%. The Raphia hookeri on the 
other hand provides several materials for production of several household and building or 
fishing materials. For instance, the bamboo is used as building and household material, 
the leaflets-woven into mats and used in roofing thatched houses, extra-large mats 
(Ikpoto in Ibibio language); mid-ribs as toothpicks and fishing traps (nsim), piassava; a 
long fibre used for mats, brushes, oil palm climbing ropes, and tying materials. Tietie-
fibres derived from the trunk used for typing purposes. Raffia-strips of the lower 
epidermis of the tender leaves, soft and silk like sewn as hats, handbags, purses 
ornamental baskets, etc. 
 
(5)    Fodder for livestock/fish 
Leaves, barks, roots, flowers, fruits and even nuts from mangrove plants are used in 
feeding livestock and as bait for fishes and other wildlife instead of buying feeds or 
artificial baits for livestock and fishes. There is high dependence of people on wild plants 
for provision of means of livelihood than on external items or products. This reduces 
wastage of the meager funds accruing to them from their daily petty businesses. Leaves 
from plants like Alchornia cordifolia, Alstonia spp and Ceiba pentandra, to mention but a 
few are used in feeding livestock. Oil palm residues, coconut wastes and several herbs in 
the coastal swamps are used as fodder for livestock. By so doing, funds are saved from 
purchase of artificial feeds for this purpose. 

 
(6)   Employment and income 
All the activities aimed at making ends meet by the coastal communities of Akwa Ibom 
State, ranging from procurement of food, preparing of raw materials and their products, 
fishing and herbs gathering for medicinal purposes and a variety of activities, provide 
employment and income to people. Udofia and Udo (2005) reported that 91.60% of 
people in the coastal areas of AKS derived economic benefits from production and sales 
of Nypa palm products such as roofing mats, brooms, fuelwood, hats and dyes using their 
traditional knowledge. Thus, mangrove resources of AKS provide a variety of 
employment opportunities for the people. This corroborates the findings of Olajide et. al. 
(2000) and Etukudo (2003), which reported forest resources as providing income and 
employment to the rural dwellers, thereby providing a sustainable means of livelihood for 
them.  
 
Intangible Benefits of Mangrove  
In addition to the tangible benefits derived from mangrove by the people of the coastal 
communities of Akwa Ibom State, the intangible or unquantifiable benefits of the 
mangrove plants also make live sustainable. These benefits are in the areas of checking 
coastal pollution and erosion; purification of water from pollution, effluents and sewage; 
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creation of habitats for wildlife and fisheries; protection of the area from eroding forces 
and erosion as well as deposition of sediments. In the area of coastal erosion control, 
mangrove plants with their spreading and twining roots check coastal erosion by holding 
soil and sediments and binding them together to stop their being easily washed away into 
the deep waters. Examples include the Nypa palm and other palms in the creeks. The tall 
trees trap wind and raindrops thereby reducing their effect on the fragile soil of the 
coastal areas and also reducing both wind and water erosion. Debris or effluents from 
human activities as well as low and high tides are effectively controlled by the mangrove 
plants, which keep the water environment clean and fit for both wildlife and human uses. 
The leaves of the mangrove plants help in checking air pollution by absorbing the 
poisonous gases into their tissues, and rendering the atmosphere of the coastal region 
pollutants-free for human existence. Fishes, reptiles and other aquatic organisms are 
harboured by the roots, branches and leaves of the mangrove plants. Thus, the plants 
provide a congenial environment for wild animals to survive, which provide food and 
other sources of livelihood for the coastal communities. All these contribute to the 
survival and well-being of people in the coastal areas where mangrove forests dominate.    
 
Conclusion  
Mangrove resources contribute immensely to the survival and life-sustenance of the 
people of the coastal communities of Akwa Ibom. These resources experience frequent 
exploitation due to much dependence on them by the people of the area. From the 
foregoing, there is need to manage the resources judiciously in order to sustain their 
benefits to both humans and the environment. Unplanned exploitation could lead to 
disappearance of the useful plants and animal resources, and thereby jeopardizing the 
subsistence and survival of the dependent- communities. Thus, continuous sustainability 
of these mangrove resources depends on the adoption sustainable conservation measures 
in the management of the mangrove ecosystem. 
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