
Bourgeois et al., Sci. Adv. 10, eadk5430 (2024)     5 July 2024

S c i e n c e  A d v A n c e S  |  R e S e A R c h  A R t i c l e

1 of 12

E C O L O G Y

Four decades of data indicate that planted mangroves 
stored up to 75% of the carbon stocks found in intact 
mature stands
Carine F. Bourgeois1†, Richard A. MacKenzie1*†, Sahadev Sharma2†, Rupesh K. Bhomia3†,
Nels G. Johnson4†, Andre S. Rovai5,6, Thomas A. Worthington7, Ken W. Krauss8,  
Kangkuso Analuddin9, Jacob J. Bukoski10, Jose Alan Castillo11, Angie Elwin12, Leah Glass13, 
Tim C. Jennerjahn14,15, Mwita M. Mangora16, Cyril Marchand17, Michael J. Osland8,  
Ismaël A. Ratefinjanahary12, Raghab Ray18, Severino G.  Salmo III19, Sigit D. Sasmito20,  
Rempei Suwa21, Pham Hong Tinh22, Carl C. Trettin23

Mangroves’ ability to store carbon (C) has long been recognized, but little is known about whether planted man-
groves can store C as efficiently as naturally established (i.e., intact) stands and in which time frame. Through 
Bayesian logistic models compiled from 40 years of data and built from 684 planted mangrove stands worldwide, 
we found that biomass C stock culminated at 71 to 73% to that of intact stands ~20 years after planting. Further-
more, prioritizing mixed- species planting including Rhizophora spp. would maximize C accumulation within the 
biomass compared to monospecific planting. Despite a 25% increase in the first 5 years following planting, no 
notable change was observed in the soil C stocks thereafter, which remains at a constant value of 75% to that of 
intact soil C stock, suggesting that planting effectively prevents further C losses due to land use change. These 
results have strong implications for mangrove restoration planning and serve as a baseline for future C buildup 
assessments.

INTRODUCTION
In conjunction with historical losses, an estimated 35% of global man-
grove area has been lost over the past five decades to human- driven 
land- use change, extreme weather events, and erosion (1–3). Howev-
er, growing awareness around mangrove- dependent socio- ecological 

well- being has led to important conservation and restoration efforts 
of these ecosystems, with annual deforestation rates declining from 
0.7 to 1% in the 1980s to 1990s to 0.2 to 0.4% in the early 2000s (1, 4). 
Because mangroves have one of the highest net ecosystem productiv-
ity rates and carbon (C) storage potential on the globe (5–7), restoring 
or rehabilitating these ecosystems has been regarded as a promising 
long- term nature- based solution to partly offset emissions of green-
house gases (GHGs) while simultaneously enhancing biodiversity 
and contributing to coastal protection (8, 9).

Although research is increasingly highlighting the greater suitability 
of (assisted) natural regeneration and hydrological restoration, plant-
ing remains the predominant mangrove restoration and rehabilitation 
strategy, despite the fact that many planting attempts fail, largely due 
to planting species in unsuitable biophysical conditions (10, 11). De-
spite the perceived benefit of restoration, there is now no consensus 
on the timeline required for successful planted mangrove stands to 
recover or build up levels of C stocks similar to natural mangrove for-
ests, with alluded periods ranging anywhere from 20 to 50 years 
(12–18) to over a century (19). As the United Nation (UN) general 
assembly has declared 2021 to 2030 as the UN Decade on Ecosystem 
Restoration (20), mangrove restorable area is estimated at 8120 km2, of 
which 6665 km2 are considered to be highly restorable (21). Under-
standing how effective past mangrove restoration projects have been 
at returning antecedent C stocks across different locations and species 
composition is therefore critical in prioritizing future efforts and 
maximizing success in these restorable areas.

Here, we assessed whether mangrove planted stands demonstrate 
similar ability to store C as natural primary stands including primary 
forests including intact forest landscapes (PF- IFL), i.e., free of notable 
human degradation (22), hereafter called “intact,” as well as within 
which timelines. Briefly, we collected 40 years of data on C stocks 
in planted stands, including in restored/rehabilitated (i.e., where 
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