
TROPICAL BIOLOGY AND CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT – Vol. XI - Mangroves of The Reef Domain: A Case Study in 
Belize - Ilka C. Feller, Klaus Ruetzler 

 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

MANGROVES OF THE REEF DOMAIN: A CASE STUDY IN 
BELIZE 
 
Ilka C. Feller 
Smithsonian Environmental Research Center, Smithsonian Institution, 647 Contees 
Wharf Rd., Edgewater MD 21037, USA 
 

Klaus Ruetzler 

National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC 20560, 
USA 
 
Keywords: ascidians, Belize, biodiversity, coral reefs, detritus-based ecosystem, 
insects, intertidal zone, mangrove ecosystems, marine algae, marine invertebrates, 
Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, offshore mangrove islands, sponges, subtidal zone, 
supratidal zone, tropical coastal wetlands, Twin Cays. 
 
Contents 
 
1. Introduction 
    1.1. Mangroves--Definitions, Distribution, and Ecological and Economic  
    Significance 
    1.2. Threats to Mangroves 
2. A Case Study in Belize 
    2.1. Oceanic Mangrove Forests in the Reef Domain 
    2.2. The Mesoamerican Barrier Reef 
    2.3. Structure and Diversity of Mangrove Forests on Oceanic Islands 
    2.4. Mangrove Island Communities 
3. Conclusions   
Acknowledgements 
Glossary 
Bibliography 
Biographical Sketches 
 
Summary 
 
Mangrove forests are tropical coastal communities that are best developed along low-
energy, tropical, muddy shorelines where they extend up rivers and estuaries. Muddy-
coast mangroves are allochthonous systems; that is, they are built and strongly 
influenced by terrestrially-derived sediments and freshwater. In contrast, mud-poor 
oceanic or offshore mangrove islands form on shallow banks or in lagoonal areas where 
they are surrounded by coral reefs and seagrass meadows, well beyond the influence of 
terrigenous sediments and freshwater. These clear-water mangrove systems provide 
essential and diverse supratidal, intertidal, and subtidal habitats for rich communities of 
plants and animals. Mangroves are also critical, not only for sustaining biodiversity, but 
also for their direct and indirect benefit to human activities. Mangroves function as 
nurseries for many of the sport and commercial fishes found in deeper waters. Besides 
supporting and renewing coastal fishing stock, mangroves also benefit human economic 
development by stabilizing shorelines. This is a critical function in tropical coastal areas 
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that are periodically battered by tropical storms and hurricanes. Despite their ecological 
and economic significance, mangroves are one of the most imperiled ecosystems in the 
world and are threatened directly and indirectly by coastal development.  
 
- 
- 
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