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BACKGROUND
Mangrove forests do not only satisfy people’s material needs, such as provisioning of timber,
building poles, charcoal, fishing stakes, local medicine and animal fodder but also provides the
bases for qualitative social and ethical values including sacred spaces, aesthetic experiences and
personal group identities derived from the local surroundings, which does not entail measurable
monetary values. This is why social values of mangroves are often not apprehended in policy and
decision making.  Moreover, weak institutional law enforcement in mangrove management,  is
one of the causes attached to the degradation and loss of mangrove forests in Tanzania. There are
small patches of forests (sacred forests) protected under traditional systems that can be cited as
pristine, demonstrating effectiveness of traditional management systems in sustaining mangrove
resources. However, there are few studies that adequately explain the roles and importance of
taboos  and  norms  in  supporting  the  management  and  conservation  of  mangrove  forests  in
Tanzania.  Consequently,  sacred  forests  continue  to  be  inappropriately  considered,  less
appreciated and recognized by the state authorities in Tanzania. Here we report findings from a
community survey on traditional utilization patterns of mangrove forests and perception on the
importance  of  rules,  norms  and  taboos  linked  to  the  cultural  significance  of  mangroves  to
communities of Moa and Mahandakini in Tanga, Tanzania.

METHODS
This  study was conducted  in  Moa and Mahandakini  villages,  which  are  in  Mkinga District,
Tanga Region, in the North Eastern corner of the Tanzania border with Kenya. Both qualitative
and  quantitative  social  research  approaches  including  (1)  Nominal  Group Technique  (NGT)
which was used to identify priorities, rank traditional management options as well as cultural
values of mangroves, (2) Household Questionnaires (HHQ) whereby,  structured questionnaires
were addressed to the head of household within a group of people/social unit composed of those
who dwell or live under the same roof to assess social and cultural values of mangroves and
traditional  institutions  governing  utilization  of  mangroves  in  their  villages(3)  key  informant
interviews (KIIs) that aimed at obtaining detailed information to clarify issues which were raised
during NGT and individual questionnaire survey as well as exploring and giving more detailed
information about socio economic activities, mangrove management strategies and social values
attached to mangrove forests. and (4) field observations was to observe uses of mangroves such
as in the built houses, fishing vessels and furniture; community daily social economic activities
practiced, restored mangroves by community volunteers as well as accessibility to sacred forests
was done to confirm issues rose during NGT, KII and HHQ. On the other hand, secondary data
was collected from published and unpublished reports from different sources including websites.
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Moreover, Data collected from primary and secondary sources were analyzed both quantitatively
and qualitatively in accordance to the specific objectives whereby, descriptive statistics were
derived  from  quantitative  data  while  inductive  and  content  analyses  were  used  to  analyze
qualitative information.

RESULTS 
Results from HHQ and NGT revealed that, there were significant difference in appreciation of
social  values of mangroves by Moa and Mahandakini communities.  Mahandakini community
ranked high therapeutic, heritage and spiritual values than Moa community, supposedly due to
absence of health or pharmaceutical care facilities in the village. Thirty one sacred mangrove
forest  patches  were  reported  to  exist  in  Mahandakini  as  compared  to  only  6  in  Moa,
demonstrating  strong  compliance  to  the  prohibitions  and  restrictions  in  fear  of  misfortunes
through taboos, local rules and social norms in Mahandakini. For Moa, amenity and existence
values were ranked high. These traditional sanctions have great potential to safeguard mangroves
and their associated fauna from exposure to irresponsible exploitation. 

CONCLUSION 
Results from this study disclose the uniqueness of every mangrove forest to its users and it is
vital for conservation managers to characterize the integral differences of each mangrove forest,
and appreciate every mangrove as a place in itself. This include considering the significances of
history  and  social  services  provided  by  each  site  either  for  recreation,  spiritual  worship  or
relaxation purposes, and probably using them as an approach of (re)forming a distinctiveness for
each mangrove forest, which may enable reconstruction of interaction between the community
members and their environment and hence improve their livelihood as well as conserve their
culture linked to existence of mangrove forests. As one interviewee claimed; “This sacred patch
of forest is our lives whenever that patch of forest is destroyed or cleared all of us in this clan
are gone”. 

Moreover, the presence sacred forests (31 in Mahandakini and 6 in Moa communities) were
claimed  by  respondents  as  the  only  pristine  mangrove  forests  which  were  conserved  and
protected through local prohibitions and restrictions, hence place a major role in conservation
and management of mangrove forests and its associate biodiversity.   Therefore,  conservation
managers  and  responsible  authorities  must  be  very  cautious  on  the  delay  they  have  on
recognizing and appreciating the role of local taboos and norms as they even impose other state
laws  which  are  hard  to  enforce;  otherwise,  the  pressure  from  advanced  education  system,
development  of  science  and  technology  as  well  as  industrialization  and  urbanization  will
eventually  lead  into  loss  of  all  the  taboos  and  social  norms  linked  to  conservation  and
management of natural resources.
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