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CONSERVING MANGROVES THROUGH COMMUNITY ECO-TOURISM IN
MAHARASHTRA

Agricultural Extension
in South Asia

Every year, 26" July is celebrated as the International Day for the Conservation of the Mangrove

é Ecosystem. In this good practice note, Akshata Thavai, Shivaji Argade

and Vadra Jagdev discuss how the community eco-tourism initiative of
Swamini Women Self Group in Sindhudurg is combining mangrove
CONTEXT

conservation and livelihood generation.

Mangroves are highly productive coastal ecosystems that protect shorelines from erosion, sequester
carbon, support biodiversity conservation, and provide livelihood support for millions of coastal
communities. Conserving these ecosystems requires active community participation and sustainable
livelihood opportunities that empower local communities to protect and sustainably manage
mangrove ecosystems. Recognising their ecological and socio-economic importance, the International
Day for the Conservation of Mangrove Ecosystems is observed every year on 26 July to promote the
conservation and sustainable management of mangrove ecosystems. The date commemorates the
sacrifice of Hayhow Daniel Nanoto, a young environmental activist from Guinea who lost his life in
1998 while campaigning for mangrove conservation. Since its inception in 2015, the observance has
encouraged governments, organisations, and communities worldwide to strengthen efforts towards
the conservation, restoration, and sustainable management of mangrove ecosystems.

Students from College of Fisheries, Ratnagiri visiting the Kalbadevi mangrove ecosystem (Ratnagiri,
Maharashtra)

MANGROVE CONSERVATION IN MAHARASHTRA

Maharashtra, a coastal state on the western part of India, has a coastline of approximately 878 km
and possesses the second-largest mangrove cover in the country after West Bengal. These mangrove
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systems function as integrated ecological networks that sustain marine food chains, buffer coastal
hazards, and strengthen the socio-economic significance of local communities.

However, they continue to face increasing pressures from urbanisation, coastal development,
pollution, and other anthropogenic activities. To address these challenges, the Government of
Maharashtra established the Mangrove Cell in 2012 under the Department of Forests. The Mangrove
Cell supports the implementation of various livelihood activities under the ‘Mangrove Conservation
and Livelihood Generation Scheme '. The scheme is implemented by the Mangrove Foundation, India
through village-level Mangrove Co-Management Committees (MCMCs) and provides financial
assistance for sustainable livelihood activities. It offers a 90% subsidy for group-based initiatives and
a 75% subsidy for eligible individual landowners with more than one acre of private mangroves.
Initially implemented for the period 2017-2025, the scheme has been extended until 2030 and
currently covers 177 villages across the coastal districts of Palghar, Thane, Raigad, Ratnagiri, and
Sindhudurg. These activities have played a pivotal role in conserving mangrove ecosystems while
promoting sustainable livelihood opportunities through community-based initiatives such as oyster
and mussel farming, sea bass and pearl spot fish cage culture, mud crab farming, ornamental fish
rearing, and mangrove ecotourism.

Activities Run by 'IV'Iangrove Cell (Women SHG Running Oyster Farming and Seabass Cage Culture in the
Muchkundi Creek, Ratnagiri)

Mangrove Eco-Tourism in Maharashtra

Mangrove ecotourism is a form of nature-based tourism that promotes environmental conservation
while benefiting local communities. In Maharashtra, the Mangrove Cell has developed a community-
led ecotourism initiative that encourages responsible tourism in mangrove ecosystems. The
programme is being implemented across all coastal districts, where local communities are running
ecotourism and other mangrove-based enterprises. Besides generating income, the initiative enhances
public awareness of mangrove ecosystems and strengthens community stewardship of coastal
resources. Swamini Women Self Help Group is one of the very successful SHGs that have ventured into
Mangrove Eco-tourism in Ratnagiri District in Maharashtra. The good practices adopted by this SHG
that contributed to their success are discussed below.
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GOOD PRACTICES

Introduction of Mangrove Eco-Tourism

Shweta Hule, a fisherwoman and currently the President of the Swamini Women's Self-Help Group
(SHG), lives near Mandavi Creek in Vengurla city of Sindhudurg district. In 2015, she came up with the
idea of developing mangrove ecotourism in Mandavi Creek (which has very high biodiversity, see Box
1) as an alternative livelihood opportunity for local fisher women.

Mandavi Creek

In 2016, the members of the Swamini Women's Self-Help Group received training from the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in collaboration with the Mangrove Cell, Maharashtra. The
training focused on mangrove interpretation, biodiversity identification, hospitality management, and
communication skills, enabling the women to conduct guided mangrove safaris and educate visitors
about the ecological importance of mangrove ecosystems.

Mangrove Safari

During the Makar Sankranti Patang Mahotsav in 2017, Swamini Women’s SHG officially launched its
mangrove safari initiative at Mandavi Creek. To introduce the newly launched mangrove safari
initiative and encourage public participation, the SHG offered complimentary mangrove rides to
around 500 visitors, ferrying them from Mandavi Jetty to Navabag Jetty. The women learnt how to
operate manually rowed boats, ensuring that the safaris remained environmentally friendly by
avoiding noise and water pollution associated with motorboats. Despite initial challenges such as
strong water currents and winds, the women successfully managed the boat operations. Today, four
women row the boats while one serves as a nature guide, interpreting the mangrove ecosystem,
birdlife, and aquatic biodiversity for visitors.

Each one-hour safari accommodates up to 12 visitors. The safari fee has increased from X70 per person
in 2017 to X350 in 2026, reflecting the initiative's growing popularity and sustainability. The safari
operates daily from 10:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., with November to May being the ideal season for visitors.



Mangrove Safari

Box 1: Mangrove Biodiversity in Mandovi Creek

The mangrove species in Mandovi Creek include Sonneratia alba, Rhizophora mucronata, Rhizophora
apiculate, Excoecaria agallocha, Acanthus ilicifolius, Heitiera littoralis, Bruguiera cylindrica, Xylocarpus
granatum, Sonneratia caseolaris, and Kandelia candel. Birds such as the White-bellied Sea Eagle, White-
breasted Waterhen, Common Kingfisher, Pied Kingfisher, Indian Cormorant, Western Reef Egret, Glossy
Ibis, Brahminy Kite, Black Kite, Asian Openbill Stork, Common Sandpiper, Curlew Sandpiper, and Indian
Pond Heron are found in Mandavi Creek. This creek has aquatic species such as Uca spp. (Fiddler crabs),
Telescopium telescopium (Screw Shell), Paphia malbarica (Shortneck Clam), Mystus gulio (Long whiskers
catfish), Heniochus acuminatus (Wimple Fish), Scatophagus argus (Spotted scat), Monodactylus
argenteus (Mono angel), Siganus canaliculatus (White-spotted spinefood), Siganus guttatus (The orange-
spotted spinefoot), Acanthopagrus anstralis (Sea bream), Elop saurus (Ladyfish), Mugil cephalus
(Flathead grey mullet), Perna viridis (Green mussel), Villorita cyprinoides (Black Clam), Crassostrea
madrasensis (Indian backwater oyster), Periophthalmus barbarous (Mudskipper), Etroplus suratensis
(Green chromide), Lates calcarifer (Asian sea bass), Lutjanus argentimaculatus (Mangrove red snapper),
Siganus vermiculatus (Vermiculated spinefoot), Scylla serrata (Mangrove mud crab), Scylla olivacea (Red
crab), Penaeus monodon (Tiger prawn), fenneropenaeus indicus (Indian white shrimp), Sphyraena
barracuda (Barracuda), Hemiramphus far (Half break fish), Tylosurus crocodilus (Needlefish), and Gerres
filamentosus (Whipfin silver-biddy).

Food Court

To diversify their income beyond mangrove ecotourism, the Swamini Women's Self-Help Group
established a food court in 2019. The food court was introduced to cater to visitors participating in the
mangrove safari while creating an additional livelihood opportunity for the SHG members.
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The food court serves freshly prepared traditional Maharashtrian and Konkani cuisine using locally
available ingredients. Breakfast options include Poha (flattened rice), Shira (semolina pudding),
Ghavane (traditional Konkan rice pancakes), and Amboli (soft fermented rice and pulse pancakes).
Lunch is served as authentic Konkani plates, with vegetarian, chicken, and fish options that showcase
the region's culinary heritage. By offering local cuisine alongside the mangrove safari, the SHG has
enhanced the overall visitor experience while generating an additional source of income for its
members.
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Members of the Swamini SHG, Sihdhudurg
Awareness programmes to promote environmental stewardship

Beyond managing mangrove ecotourism, the Swamini Women's Self-Help Group actively engages in
environmental conservation and awareness initiatives. The members regularly participate in mangrove
plantation drives organised in and around Mandavi Creek, contributing to the restoration and
protection of the coastal ecosystem.

The SHG also conducts awareness programmes for school students, local communities, and visitors to
highlight the ecological importance of mangroves. Through guided nature walks and interactive
sessions, they educate participants about the role of mangroves in conserving biodiversity, protecting
coastlines from erosion, supporting fisheries, and enhancing resilience to climate change. These
initiatives have strengthened environmental awareness among visitors while fostering a sense of
responsibility towards mangrove conservation.

Looking ahead, the group plans to establish a mangrove nursery near Mandavi Jetty to raise and supply
mangrove seedlings for plantation programmes. This initiative is expected to support long-term
restoration efforts, increase community participation in conservation, and further strengthen the link
between sustainable livelihoods and ecosystem protection.

Monthly creek clean-up

Demonstrating their strong commitment to environmental conservation, the members of the Swamini
Women's Self-Help Group organise a monthly creek clean-up on the first day of every month at
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Mandavi Creek. During these clean-up drives, the women remove plastic waste and other debris from
the creek and its surrounding areas, helping to maintain the ecological health and aesthetic appeal of
the mangrove ecosystem.

The SHG also encourages visitors and the local community to avoid single-use plastics and dispose of
waste responsibly. As part of their commitment to sustainable ecotourism, the mangrove safaris are
conducted using manually rowed boats instead of diesel-powered motorboats. This practice reduces
noise and water pollution, minimises disturbance to birds and other aquatic fauna, and helps preserve
the fragile mangrove ecosystem. Through these conservation initiatives, the SHG has demonstrated
that livelihood generation and environmental stewardship can go hand in hand.

OUTCOMES

Through mangrove safari and the food court, the Swamini SHG could raise its income steadily over the
years, except during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the details are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Annual income generated by Swamini SHG from mangrove ecotourism (2017-2026)

Season Income (X)
Nov 2017 — May 2018 1,00,000
Nov 2018 — May 2019 2,35,000
Nov 2019 — Mar 2020 —*
Nov 2020 — May 2021 1,40,000*
Nov 2021 — May 2022 1,30,000
Nov 2022 — May 2023 3,60,000
Nov 2023 — May 2024 4,80,000
Nov 2024 — May 2025 5,21,000
Nov 2025 — May 2026 5,20,000

*QOperations were suspended in March 2020 following the nationwide COVID-19 lockdown. Tourist arrivals remained low
during the 2020-21 season because of travel restrictions and public health measures, resulting in reduced income.

SCALING UP AND REPLICATION

The innovative model of mangrove tourism developed by the SHG has also gained recognition at the
state, national, and international levels, demonstrating its potential as a replicable approach for
integrating women's empowerment, community-based ecotourism, and mangrove conservation in
other coastal regions.

The success of the Swamini Women's SHG has inspired the replication of community-based mangrove
ecotourism initiatives in other coastal villages of Sindhudurg district. Drawing on the experience and
guidance of Swamini SHG, Om Sai Bachat Gat at Nivati and Jalkannya Bachat Gat at Devgad have
adopted similar ecotourism models to generate sustainable livelihood opportunities while promoting
mangrove conservation.

CHALLENGES

During the initial stages, the SHG members had very limited experience in ecotourism, visitor
management, and biodiversity interpretation. This gap was addressed through extensive training and
continuous capacity building. Learning to operate manually rowed boats in the mangrove creek was
physically demanding, particularly under strong tidal currents, changing water levels, and high winds.
The enterprise is also highly seasonal, with visitor numbers concentrated between November and May,
resulting in fluctuations in income. The COVID-19 pandemic further disrupted operations, forcing the
temporary closure of the ecotourism activities and significantly reducing tourist arrivals and earnings.
As the initiative continues to grow, other challenges have emerged, including maintaining tourism

6



infrastructure, ensuring visitor safety, and balancing increasing tourist activities with the conservation
of the fragile mangrove ecosystem. These are being addressed through sustained community
commitment and institutional support.

LESSONS LEARNT

Mangroves protect shorelines, support fisheries and biodiversity, mitigate climate change through
carbon sequestration, and sustain the livelihoods of millions of coastal communities. However, their
long-term conservation depends not only on policy interventions but also on meaningful participation
of local communities. The success of the Swamini Women's SHG demonstrates that conservation and
livelihood generation can go hand in hand when local communities are placed at the centre of resource
management. What began as a small initiative with a vision of a few determined women has evolved
into a model of community-led mangrove conservation, sustainable tourism, women's empowerment,
and rural entrepreneurship.

CONCLUSIONS

The Swamini Women’s SHG has not only demonstrated a successful model of ecotourism in mangroves
but has also encouraged other women's groups to adopt similar ecotourism projects. In terms of
conservation, these women become community champions for protecting the mangroves, which are
now a source of income for them, and this also contributes to increasing the tourism value of mangrove
ecosystems.

Replicating such community-based eco-tourism models across suitable coastal regions can strengthen
conservation efforts, create sustainable livelihoods, and ensure that future generations continue to
benefit from the invaluable ecological services provided by mangrove ecosystems.
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