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Abstract: This study investigates the impact of fragmentation on Ecuador’s coastal mangrove forests.
Fragmentation is identified as a primary cause of aquatic ecosystem degradation. We analyzed the
relationship between habitat loss, fragmentation, and mangrove connectivity through a multitemporal
approach using Global Mangrove Watch and fragmentation and connectivity metrics. The terrain
was divided into 10 km2 hexagons, and six fragmentation metrics were calculated. A Getis–Ord Gi*
statistical analysis was used to identified areas with the best and worst conservation status, while
connectivity analyses were performed for a generic species with a 5 km dispersion. Findings revealed
widespread mangrove fragmentation in Ecuador, with geographical differences between the insular
region (Galapagos) and the mainland coast. Minimal loss or even expansion of mangrove forests
in areas like the Galapagos Islands contrasted with severe fragmentation along the mainland coast.
Transformation of forests into fisheries, mainly prawn factories, was the primary driver of change,
while only a weak correlation was observed between mangrove fragmentation and conversion
to agriculture, which accounts for less than 15% of all deforestation in Ecuador. Fragmentation
may increase or decrease depending on the management of different deforestation drivers and
should be considered in large-scale mangrove monitoring. Focusing only on mangrove deforestation
rates in defining regional conservation priorities may overlook the loss of ecosystem functions
and fragmentation.
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1. Introduction

South America suffered the highest rates of deforestation in the world between 1990
and 2020, which has led to many South American ecosystems becoming highly fragmented,
with low forest integrity [1]. Researchers have studied the spatial patterns of forests across
a wide range of geographic locations because they are concerned about the widespread
negative effects of fragmentation [2]. High rates of fragmentation may also lead to a loss of
connectivity, affecting populations. Population connectivity influences functional ecology
and is related to the ability of species to persist and recover from ecological perturbations
such as habitat fragmentation and climate change [3]. Loss of connectivity, coupled with
climate change, can be terrible for biodiversity. Climate change is expected to modify South
American ecosystems, and loss of connectivity will prevent South American populations
from migrating [4]. Deforestation is known to affect both the fragmentation and connectivity
of forest ecosystems due to restricted gene flow, dispersal, and population exchanges, which
may ultimately result in the extinction of some rare and threatened species, particularly
those with small populations or restricted distributions [5].
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Mangrove forests cover about 147.000 km2 along the coastlines of most tropical,
subtropical, and warm-temperate regions of the world [6]. Mangrove species comprise
20 genera from 16 families and 110 species, of which six species are identified in Ecuador;
one is included in the IUCN Red List as critically endangered [7]. Mangrove forests are one
of the world’s greatest concentrations of biodiversity due to their complex topographic and
ecological conditions [8]. These forests mitigate global climate change by storing substantial
reserves of blue carbon, preventing erosion, protecting coastal communities from extreme
weather, and providing habitat for fisheries species [9]. Mangrove forests are threatened by
anthropogenic processes such as deforestation, rising sea levels, overexploitation, loss of
habitat, and fragmentation [10–12]. Deforestation affected more than 3700 km2 of global
mangrove coverage from 1999–2019, with annual deforestation rates of up to 3.6%, which
were only partially offset by gains of 1800 km2 [13,14]. Previous studies have demonstrated
that deforestation and fragmentation of mangrove populations have reduced population
sizes, with an increase in marginal and isolated populations [15,16].

Habitat fragmentation is a leading cause of global biodiversity decline, and it has
become a crucial focus in conservation biology [17]. Ecuador is considered one of the twelve
most biodiverse countries in the world and is also the country with the smallest area of the
twelve. Ecuadorian mangrove forests are found within the Chocó/Darien/Western Ecuador
biodiversity hotspot. Fragmented mangrove forests suffer from reduced resilience and
ecological functionality, as they experience higher tidal flow, increased erosion, diminished
wave mitigation, and biodiversity loss [12,18]. Mangrove ecosystems also play a vital role
in mitigating the impacts of natural hazards such as storms, floods, and coastal erosion [19].
These ecosystems serve as natural barriers, protecting coastlines and communities from the
adverse effects of such events. Mangrove forests are one of the most endangered ecosystems
in Ecuador as a result of anthropogenic pressure [20]. In Ecuador, mangrove forests
are concentrated along the estuaries of the Mataje-Santiago-Cayapas, Muisne-Cojimes-
Chone-Guayas, Jubones-Santa Rosa-Arenillas, and Mataje-Santiago-Cayapas rivers, with
two dominant types: the Chocó tropical mangrove (Esmeraldas) and the Jama Zapotillo
mangrove (Manabí, Guayas, and El Oro). The most common major mangrove species in
Ecuador are Rhizophora mangle L., R. racemose G. Mey, R. × harrisonii Leechm., Laguncularia
racemosa (L.) C.F. Gaertn. var. racemosa, L. racemosa var. glabriflora (C. Presl) Stace, and
Avicennia germinans (L.) L. Between 80% and 90% of all mangrove forests in Ecuador are
dominated by R. mangle, while the remaining 10% are mostly made up of A. germinans
and L. racemose. In Ecuador, the loss of 55,738.77 hectares of mangrove, corresponding to
27.33% of its coverage, has been registered in a period of 37 years from 1969 to 2006 [21];
thus, understanding how mangrove ecosystems have changed over time is necessary for
conservation of Ecuadorian biodiversity, coastal productivity, coast protection, and the
fight against climate change [22,23]. In this sense, the use of fragmentation and connectivity
metrics are effective for calculating precise estimates of the impact of these changes on
sustainable development policies for conserving mangrove ecosystems. In this study, we
utilized GIS and spatial planning techniques to analyze mangrove forest fragmentation
and landscape connectivity changes. By identifying areas of significant fragmentation and
reduced connectivity, we could pinpoint locations where mangrove forests are less effective
in providing natural hazard mitigation services. In addition, the increase in fragmentation
can make mangrove forests more accessible to humans, leading to deforestation and
exploitation of species dependent on these habitats. Consequently, fragmentation threatens
the mangrove forests’ ability to support various species and store carbon [24,25]. The
primary goal of this research was to assess the status of mangrove ecosystems in Ecuador,
focusing on their fragmentation and connectivity. To assess these factors, we utilized
geographic information systems to analyze land cover data and spatial patterns. By
tessellating the terrain into hexagons and calculating fragmentation metrics, we provided
a comprehensive understanding of the current state of mangrove ecosystems in Ecuador.
Furthermore, we analyzed connectivity changes by using Getis–Ord Gi* analysis. By
evaluating the implications of land use change and other human activities, we aimed to
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determine the effectiveness of existing conservation efforts and identify areas where further
action is needed.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

Ecuador has a continental coastline of 1200 km, including the Galapagos Islands,
whose coastal profile provinces range from Esmeraldas, Manabí, Santa Elena, Guayas, and
Galapagos to the north and El Oro to the south (Figure 1), characterized by a very dynamic
coastal profile for both the country’s economy and tourism. For this study, we obtained
the polygons of mangrove marine-coastal ecosystem presence in Ecuador for various time
periods (1996, 2007, 2015, and 2020) and processed the digital information in ArcGIS 10.8
software using the map overlay method (Figure 1). As a result, six mangrove distribution
areas were identified, five of them located in the coastal biogeographic region of Ecuador
and one in the Galapagos Islands. Mangrove forests in Ecuador are characterized by their
high level of biodiversity, although large areas of forest have been modified by shrimp
farming, infrastructure expansion, and extensive and unsustainable agricultural and fishing
practices, leading to fragmented landscapes with patches of forest in the range of 5 and
100 ha. Due to their proximity to primary dry forests, these fragmented remnants represent
primary forests. However, large tracts of forest suffer from uncontrolled deforestation and
unplanned land use changes.

1 
 

 

 
 
 

Figure 1. Study area: (A) Geographical location of Ecuador; (B) insular and coastal region of Ecuador;
(C) provinces with mangrove presence.

2.2. Compilation and Acquisition of Cartographic Information

Vector models were downloaded using shapefile layers for Ecuador’s provinces and
areas of mangrove presence. The political-administrative division of the provinces was
obtained from the Military Geographic Institute of Ecuador (available at https://www.
geoportaligm.gob.ec/portal/index.php/cartografia-de-libre-acceso-escala-50k/ (accessed
on 13 November 2022)). The presence and extent of mangrove forests was uploaded
from Global Mangrove Watch (https://data.unep-wcmc.org/datasets/45 (accessed on 13
November 2022)). GMW has generated a global mangrove reference map for 2010 using
ALOS PALSAR and Landsat remote sensing data, and between 1996 to 2020 derived from
the JERS-1 SAR, ALOS PALSAR, and ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 platforms, generating annual
maps from 2018.

https://www.geoportaligm.gob.ec/portal/index.php/cartografia-de-libre-acceso-escala-50k/
https://www.geoportaligm.gob.ec/portal/index.php/cartografia-de-libre-acceso-escala-50k/
https://data.unep-wcmc.org/datasets/45
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2.3. Calculation of Deforestation and Fragmentation

To calculate the deforestation and fragmentation of mangrove forests, areas with man-
grove presence were delimited between 1996 to 2020. Once the mangrove areas were ob-
tained, the deforestation rate was calculated using the formula proposed by Puyravaud [26]
(Equation (1)):

Deforestation rate (DR) = 1/(t2 − t1) × Ln (A2/A1) × 100, (1)

where A1 and A2 are the mangrove areas at times t1 and t2, respectively.
For the calculation of fragmentation metrics, a 10 km2 hexagonal grid was formed

in the study area. Hexagonal polygons are considered the most suitable geometry when
studying interaction and connectivity. The use of polygons improves the ability to assess
landscape metrics in a more homogeneous manner [27]. We used hexagons as a grid system
to analyze fragmentation and connectivity at a landscape level. Each hexagon was assigned
one of the Ecuadorian provinces (Esmeraldas, Manabí, Guayas, Santa Elena, El Oro, and
Galapagos). The patch analysis tool [28] in ArcGIS 10.8 was used to calculate different
fragmentation metrics in each mosaic: number of patches (NumP), class area (CA), mean
patch size (MPS), total edge (TE), and edge density (ED) (Table 1). From these metrics,
the reticular fragmentation index (RFI) was calculated based on the percentage without
forest (PSB%) and edge density percentage (ED%) (Table 1), using the formula proposed by
Leautaud Valenzuela [29] and Rivas et al. [30]. A fragment of 1.0 ha was used as a reference
value to establish 100% of the PSB% and ED% metrics. This size was used because smaller
sizes could distort the calculation.

Table 1. Description of the fragmentation metrics [30,31].

Parameter Name Definition Unit

Number of Patches NumP Total number of patches inside the tiles. The more patches there are,
the more fragmented the forest is considered to be. Number

Class area CA Sum of areas of all patches belonging to a hexagon. m2

Median patch size MPS
The average patch size of the forest within the tile. A smaller
average forest patch size is considered indicative of a more

fragmented forest.
m2

Total edge TE

Perimeter of patches within each tile. The greater the perimeter, the
more exposed to disturbances. Greater TE patches may be

associated with more fragmented forests (if the fragmentation is
related to an anthropogenic disturbance).

m

Edge density ED

Amount of edge (km) relative to the forest area (km2) within the tile.
ED = TE/CA

A high ratio of perimeter to forest patch area may be associated
with more fragmented forests (if fragmentation is related to

anthropogenic disturbance).

m/m2

Edge density percentage ED

Edge percentage relative to landscape area. A high ratio of
perimeter to forest patch area may be associated with more

fragmented forests (if fragmentation is related to
anthropogenic disturbance).

%

Percentage without forest PSB
Non-mangrove area (%) without forest within the tile. Higher

percentage of area without forest within the tile would indicate
greater fragmentation.

%
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Table 1. Cont.

Parameter Name Definition Unit

Reticular fragmentation index RFI

Reticular fragmentation index of each tile.
RFI = PSB%+DB%

2
A higher RFI means a greater percentage of fragmentation within

the tile.

%

2.4. Fragmentation Patterns

Getis–Ord Gi* analysis [32] was used to calculate fragmented patterns from the years
1996 and 2020, considering RFI values. The resulting Z-score and p-values indicated
significant RFI values between the ranges considered high and low, considering significant
results of 5% (p ≤ 0.05); Z-range scores higher than 1.96 were considered hot spots (e.g.,
areas with lower values of mangrove forests), while Z-scores lower than −1.96 were
considered cold spots (e.g., areas with higher values of conserved mangrove forests),
and the remaining values were classified as non-significant (−1.96 < Z < 1.96; p > 0.05),
considering a random spatial process [33].

2.5. Connectivity Analysis

In the present research, graph theory was applied in order to have a better structural
approach and to correctly evaluate mangrove connectivity (forest patches) throughout
the mangrove forests of Ecuador. Numerous important natural resources such as forests,
agricultural lands, and areas containing sensitive animal and plant species are negatively
impacted by indiscriminate construction and tourism in coastal areas [34]. Landscape
metrics and connectivity indices were applied according to graph theory [35].

Connectivity was calculated for a set of generic species. Connectivity metrics between
mangrove patches were calculated using Graphab software [35–37] for 1996 and 2020. Links
between mangrove patches were created at a Euclidean distance of 5 km. Subsequently,
global connectivity and connectivity per mangrove patch were calculated. Once the connec-
tivity metrics per patch were obtained, they were overlaid with the Ecuadorian provinces
to obtain the connectivity of each province. The global connectivity metrics calculated
were flux (F), equivalent probability (EC), connectivity probability (PC) and number of
components (NC); the connectivity metric per patch calculated was flux (F) (Table 2).

Table 2. Description of connectivity metrics analyzed according to Foltête et al. [35].

Metric Level Formula Meaning References

Flux (F) Global level and
component level

F =
n
∑

i=1

n
∑

j=1
J 6=i

aβ
j e−adij

Sum of potential dispersion from all patches. [32–34]

Equivalent
probability (EC) Global level EC =

√
n
∑

i=1

n
∑

j=1
aiaje−adij

Square root of the sum of the products of
the capacity of all pairs of patches

weighted by their interaction probability.
[35]

Probability of
connectivity (PC) Global level PC = 1

A2

n
∑

i=1

n
∑

j=1
aiaje−adij

Sum of the products of the capacity of all
pairs of patches weighted by their

interaction probability, divided by the
square of the area of the study zone. This
ratio is equivalent to the probability that
two points randomly placed in the study

area are connected.

[36]
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Table 2. Cont.

Metric Level Formula Meaning References

Number of
components (NC) Global level NC = nc Number of components of the graph. [37]

where: N: number of patches, nc: number of components, nk: number of patches in component k, Ni: all patches
close to the patch I, ai: capacity of patch i (generally the surface area), ack: capacity of component k (sum of the
capacity of the patches composing k), A: area of the study zone, dij: distance between patches i and j (generally
the least-cost distance between them), e−αdij: probability of movement between patches i and j, α = brake on
movement distance, β = exponent to weight more or less capacity.

3. Results
3.1. Deforestation and Fragmentation

Table 3 shows that mangrove forests throughout the Ecuadorian coast changed be-
tween 1996 and 2020 (an increase of 141.37 km2), despite a slight reduction between 1996
and 2015. Mangrove forests present in the province of Galapagos almost doubled their
coverage between 1996 and 2020. It is important to highlight that throughout the distri-
bution area there has been a recovery of the mangrove surface area during the last period
considered (2015–2020).

Table 3. Deforestation rate and area per province in the years 1996, 2007, 2015, and 2020.

Year

Provinces 1996 2007 2015 2020

El Oro
Area (km2) 177.30 153.81 152.09 189.18

Deforestation rate −1.29 −0.14 4.36

Manabí
Area (km2) 35.83 28.08 24.94 31.70

Deforestation rate −2.22 −1.48 4.80

Guayas Area (km2) 973.24 958.63 954.77 1008.16
Deforestation rate −0.14 −0.05 1.09

Galapagos Area (km2) 25.17 25.17 25.10 51.72
Deforestation rate 0.00 −0.03 14.46

Esmeraldas
Area (km2) 235.13 223.51 222.32 240.31

Deforestation rate −0.46 −0.07 1.56

Santa Elena
Area (km2) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.23

Deforestation rate

Total
Area (km2) 1446.68 1389.20 1379.22 1521.30

Deforestation rate −0.37 −0.09 1.96

Fragmentation metrics increased in all provinces with a higher number of tiles, which
indicated the creation of new mangrove fragments. High rates of forestation were linked to
some of these areas (Table 4). The Galapagos Islands had 173 new tiles with new fragments
of mangrove forests, and the number of patches within each tile increased. However, they
were still below the rest of the provinces, where the number of patches increased over 10
(Guayas and Esmeraldas) or 20 (Manabí and El Oro) times. It can also be observed that the
average size of the patches (MPS) was very low, with the highest value in Guayas province
(0.4 km2) and the lowest in the Galapagos Islands (0.03 km2).
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Table 4. Variation between 1990 and 2018 as regards the values obtained for the different fragmentation indicators, by province.

El Oro Esmeraldas Manabí Guayas Galapagos Santa Elena

1996 2020 1996 2020 1996 2020 1996 2020 1996 2020 1996 2020

No. of
tesserae 92 94 104 124 49 53 363 379 112 285 1

No. of patches
Media 25.21 21.43 19.11 17.39 35.79 22.34 11.86 12.56 3.73 8.21 4.00

Median 23.00 18.00 11.00 13.00 26.00 18.00 8.00 10.00 3.00 6.00
D.E 17.45 15.02 24.38 17.10 34.09 18.56 12.70 10.62 2.69 7.52

CA
Media 1,946,635.91 2,010,785.00 2,227,188.18 1,903,931.99 802,363.64 652,096.31 2,681,125.61 2,660,761.05 224,724.32 181,408.21 230,058.70

Median 1,696,904.73 1,913,977.32 1,132,075.13 781,943.33 635,734.56 414,483.58 1,970,581.36 1,932,550.15 106,937.56 65,810.02
D.E 1,593,176.85 1,506,126.98 2,297,435.83 2,238,564.03 819,943.25 736,706.88 2,573,196.57 2,529,074.78 316,142.77 299,890.39

MPS
Media 120,265.85 131,660.95 217,648.19 150,965.32 43,065.63 31,498.59 505,207.61 397,775.08 58,117.42 33,335.31 57,514.67

Median 64,866.77 78,361.81 78,157.16 42,940.87 19,371.30 18,717.56 150,966.99 150,113.02 34,562.55 11,424.89
D.E 238,725.94 167,385.28 325,148.44 224,003.10 70,260.64 35,848.34 1,018,677.41 682,903.92 86,536.65 95,691.39

Total edge
Media 37,849.21 33,280.29 35,647.83 27,103.36 24,768.89 31,498.59 25,837.57 24,884.24 5351.22 5178.30 5718.37

Median 34,134.56 35,437.50 29,639.05 20,507.57 22,274.17 18,717.56 25,575.47 23,836.67 3929.99 2986.24
D.E 27,322.80 20,924.47 28,386.32 23,556.53 20,868.24 35,848.34 18,518.45 17,091.42 5252.64 5483.67

Edge density
Media 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.05 0.05 0.02 0.03 0.17 0.06 0.02

Median 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.02 0.01 0.04 0.05
D.E 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.04 0.06 0.04 0.04 1.29 0.05
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The reticular fragmentation index increased between 1996 and 2020 (Figures 2–4), with
higher values in the Galapagos Islands and Manabí and lower values in Guayas and El Oro
provinces (Table S1). Even in areas with low fragmentation, there was a generalized trend
toward mangrove fragmentation throughout Ecuador. The transition between hexagons
with mangrove remnants showed that between 2015 and 2020, 27% of them had recovered
mangrove forests. Mangrove forests recovered in some areas where the number of patches
was higher in 2020 than in 1996, although in general, fragmentation increased between
1996 and 2020. In 2020, 2.09% of the area represented mangrove forest loss (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Sankey matrix with the evolution of the reticular fragmentation index of Ecuadorian
mangrove forests in the years 1996, 2007, 2015, and 2020.
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Figure 3. Spatial evolution of RFI in each period. (A) Galapagos province. (B) Ecuadorian coastal
profile.
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Figure 4. Reticular fragmentation index changes of mangrove forests in the years 1996, 2007, 2015,
and 2020 by province.
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3.2. Fragmentation Patterns

The Getis–Ord Gi* analysis shows the critical areas with the highest (hotspots) and
lowest (cold spots) fragmentation values (Figure 5). The areas with the highest fragmen-
tation (hotspots) were the Galapagos Islands, Manabí, and south Esmeraldas provinces.
The best-preserved areas (cold spots) were identified in the northern part of Esmeraldas,
Guayas, and El Oro provinces. Patterns of mangrove recovery in Ecuador were related to
broad patterns of fragmentation.
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Figure 5. Comparison of the hot and cold spots of Ecuadorian mangrove forests by means of Getis–
Ord Gi* analysis in the years 1996 and 2020. Zone (A) corresponds to the Galapagos and zone (B) to
the continental coast.

3.3. Connectivity Analysis

Connectivity increased at global and local scales (Tables 5 and S2, Figures 6 and 7).
Overall connectivity increased to 32.62% in the flux metric, 2.51% in equivalent probability,
and 3.15% in connectivity probability, indicating that connectivity in Ecuador’s mangrove
forests increased between 1996 and 2020. However, the number of components increased,
indicating that zones without connectivity appeared during the study period.

Table 5. Global connectivity in the years 1996 and 2020.

1996 2020 ∆ 2020−1996

Flux 7.06 × 1011 9.37 × 1011 32.62
EC 5.38 × 108 5.52 × 108 2.51
PC 4.86 × 10−7 5.01 × 10−7 3.15
NC 30 35 16.67
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4. Discussion
4.1. Deforestation and Fragmentation

Mangrove ecosystems in Ecuador suffered considerable deforestation between 1969
and 1999, when approximately 45,000 hectares of mangrove forests were converted into
shrimp farms. In 1969, mangrove forests covered 203,624 hectares in Ecuador; by 2006, only
147,228.6 hectares remained, reflecting a loss of 56,396 hectares [38]. According to Bravo [39],
in these three decades, Ecuador lost 27.6% of its mangrove forests. This deforestation could
have led to its current threatened species status (endangered/critically endangered) [40].
In our study, we found that mangrove forests in the Ecuadorian coast partially recovered
between 1996 and 2020 (an increase of 141.37 km2), despite a slight reduction between
2007 and 2015. The largest natural regenerations occurred in the province of Galapagos,
whose mangrove forest area almost doubled in 2020 (26.6 km2). These results are the
opposite of those in the rest of South America, where it is estimated that more than 11% of
the mangrove forests existing in the 1980s have been lost or severely degraded [12]. The
increase in mangrove areas conserved and recovered in Ecuador is due to the sustainable
use and mangrove stewardship agreements signed by the Ministry of Environment between
2000 and 2015 [41]. Mangrove forests have been protected in Ecuador since 1994, and they
are recognized as a species prohibited from logging because of the serious impact it causes
to this ecosystem [42]. Because Ecuador has the highest deforestation rates, this is a major
area of concern for mangrove conservation [16,22]. As fragmentation and connectivity
are crucial for maintaining migration corridors and patch resiliency, respectively, different
drivers of deforestation, not just the extent of deforestation, may have distinct effects on the
functionality of mangrove ecosystems. Consequently, mangrove fragmentation can have a
negative impact on a forest’s capacity to support species while maintaining its suitability
as a migration route for wildlife [16].

4.2. Fragmentation Metrics

Our results show three distinct dynamics in Ecuadorian mangrove forests. The first
were areas where fragmentation increased even though the mangrove cover also increased.
This was related to the emergence of new small mangrove patches, which caused the patch
size and mean patch size to decrease, but the number of patches, the number of tiles, and
the reticular fragmentation index to increase. This occurred in the provinces of Galapagos,
Esmeraldas, Manabí, and Santa Elena (Figure 8A). The second dynamic was associated with
areas where new forest patches were aggregated to existing ones, which caused an increase
in patch size and mean patch size but decreased the number of patches and the reticular
fragmentation index. This occurred in the Oro province. The third dynamic occurred
in the Guayaquil province (Figure 8B), where although mangrove forest area increased,
fragmentation metrics remained unchanged, indicating a mixture of the two previous
trends. The ecological functionality of mangrove ecosystems is likely to be compromised in
locations where positive or negative changes in fragmentation metrics coincide with loss
or gain in area. As a result, mangrove functionality is likely to have been compromised in
regions that have been identified as hotspots of mangrove cover loss or fragmentation [43].

One of the negative effects of fragmentation and deforestation is the loss of connec-
tivity, which is essential for the preservation, stability, and integrity of natural ecosystem
biodiversity and must be taken into consideration when conserving ecosystems [44]. How-
ever, it has also been shown that in certain fragmentation processes, where the patch area
increases and new patches are created, connectivity can increase. It should be considered
that fragmentation of a landscape is manifested by different effects, such as an increase
in the number of patches, a decrease in their size, an increase in the isolation between
them, and changes in the shape of the patches [30,45]. It is always important to carry out
multi-temporal studies for a better perspective on land use during the period under study.
As a result, understanding the temporal evolution of fragmentation is extremely helpful
when making decisions and determining the drivers causing fragmentation processes [46].
In this study, it was evident that mangrove forests recovered in some locations in Ecuador.



Appl. Sci. 2023, 13, 5001 13 of 17

New remote-sensing products such as the Global Mangrove Watch (GMW) dataset, which
measures both forest loss and recovery globally, have shown to be very useful in studies de-
signed to better comprehend how mangrove expansion may reconnect fragmented regions
over the long term [47].
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Figure 8. Differences between mangrove area in 1996 and 2020. (A) Eastern part of Santa Cruz Island,
in the Galapagos Islands; (B) mouth and estuary of the Guayas River.

Fragmentation is a process unrelated to habitat loss and therefore unrelated to habitat
gain; it is what is known as “fragmentation per se” [48]. According to our results, Ecuado-
rian mangrove forests are recovering, but this recovery has two opposite effects: increasing
and decreasing fragmentation. In the process of increasing fragmentation, the number of
patches increased, decreasing the size of patches and increasing the RFI; this process for
example occurred in the Galapagos Islands. On the other hand, some mangrove forests
showed a decrease in fragmentation, where there was a decrease in the number of patches
and RFI and an increase in patch size. These results may seem contradictory. However, this
was because fragmentation has been studied in very homogeneous mangrove ecosystems
growing in coastal areas or estuaries. Classical fragmentation metrics may not be very
efficient in these types of ecosystems [46], which could explain why the RFI was high in the
best-conserved provinces.

The loss of coastal protection is perilous for the conservation of Ecuador’s ecosystems.
According to Collins et al. [49], the lack of coastal protection caused by mangrove defor-
estation is likely to worsen as sea levels rise and intensification of tropical storms caused by
climate change continues. In addition, high intertidal levels are obstructed by aquaculture
ponds, which means that the remaining mangrove forests are severely affected by coastal
changes, limiting opportunities for landward migration [19,50].

4.3. Connectivity of Mangrove Forests in Ecuador

The connectivity of mangrove forests as a result of long-term changes has increased
the number of connected mangrove patches in Ecuador relative to the increase in total
mangrove area, and despite the increase of fragmentation. Along river and aquaculture
channels destined for pools, often only a narrow strip of mangrove or even a few un-
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connected mangrove forests remain. This process occurs, for example, in the province of
Guayas due to its high increase in shrimp farming activity and lack of land use control.
According to Ortega-Pacheco et al. [51], in the 1980s and 1990s the major threat to this
riparian system was the replacement of mangrove forests by shrimp farming activities,
which caused a marked loss of biodiversity in sensitive ecosystems of high priority for
preservation worldwide.

We observed that the global and local connectivity of Ecuadorian mangrove forests
increased throughout Ecuador and in all provinces. Connectivity is fundamental for pro-
cesses such as species dispersal and migration, development of population genetic structure,
source–sink dynamics, and possible responses to climate change [52]. Increased fragmen-
tation can lead to increased connectivity, creating more heterogeneous landscapes [53].
However, the increase in fragmentation can be due to two different dynamics. In one,
new patches are created in areas close to existing patches, fostering new connections and
creating more corridors between patches; therefore, species are more likely to benefit from
improved connectivity [54]. The second dynamic is that recovery areas (new patches) are
created in areas far from existing ones; these areas will have more difficulty recovering
and maintaining their biodiversity [55]. This is observed by increasing the number of
components, which occurred especially in the Galapagos Islands. This is the reason why
the average connectivity of the patches in the Galapagos decreased, because new mangrove
areas were very poorly connected to other mangrove areas, presenting low connectivity
per patch and decreasing the average connectivity between 1996 and 2020. Nevertheless,
although these patches were poorly connected, they had a positive influence on global
connectivity [56].

4.4. Implications for Mangrove Conservation

Keeping in mind our results, in order to achieve sustainable mangrove manage-
ment, practices that cause ecological degradation should be replaced by more sustainable
ones [57]. The public and national governments increasingly appreciate mangrove forests,
even though they have historically been regarded as unproductive environments [58]. In
South America, for instance, all mangrove forests in Ecuador are now protected in some
way [59], and a recent study of Brazilian mangrove forests found that approximately three-
quarters of all mangrove forests are protected [60]. From the point of view of environmental
conservation in Ecuador, governmental policies should be implemented to continue pro-
tecting mangrove ecosystems. Mangrove forests provide habitat for many species, reduce
the impact of tides, and stabilize the coastline to mitigate erosion, in addition to forming
a natural barrier that reduces environmental impact through mud deposition processes,
providing better places for living organisms to settle, and improving the lives of many
species. Conversation groups and environmental nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
are leading a new wave of global efforts to preserve, restore, and even expand mangrove
forests [61]. To outline realistic and attainable national and international goals, such as the
Aichi Biodiversity Targets or those recently established by the Global Mangrove Alliance,
accurate figures on the historical and current extent and losses of mangrove forests are
required. For an initial overview of previous and more recent efforts to map mangrove
forests using various methodologies, the FAO provides synopses of mangrove coverage
at the national level. Mangrove forests are now valued as one of the most productive and
biodiverse natural resources on the planet, providing humans with valuable ecosystem
services [62–64].

Land use change in Ecuador has resulted in forest loss and mangrove fragmentation,
although conservation efforts are in place. Mangrove forests can recover on their own
if natural regeneration is promoted by preserving undisturbed areas and protection ini-
tiatives. Remote sensing and GIS have improved large-scale mapping and identification
of conservation issues by incorporating changes in mangrove area and measurements
of fragmentation and connectivity into monitoring efforts. Through this, we can better



Appl. Sci. 2023, 13, 5001 15 of 17

understand the ecological impact of fragmentation and guide future research on mangrove
restoration and reconnection [65].

5. Conclusions

Our study concluded that mangrove ecosystems in Ecuador have experienced both
loss and recovery in recent decades. The Galapagos Islands have seen a significant increase
in mangrove cover. However, fragmentation dynamics vary across different provinces of
Ecuador, with some areas exhibiting increased fragmentation while others show a decrease.
This is related to mangrove connectivity, which varies from one province to another. Our
study demonstrated that temporal studies of fragmentation and connectivity are critical
for spatial planning and mitigating human impact on mangrove forests. Conservation
efforts should consider both the cover changes and the spatial arrangement of mangrove
habitats in order to address their complex dynamics and protect these vital ecosystems
more effectively.
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