
It is also known to hold one of the 
world’s largest deposits of titanium 
ore (rutile) in the world, mined by 
Sierra Rutile Limited.

The region has tremendous, mostly 
untapped touristic potential.

The estuary has an estimated 
size of 283.54 km², about 3.5 
times the size of Freetown.

The Bonthe-Sherbro River Estuary, located in southern Sierra Leone, receives 
discharges from the Kittam, Jong and Waanje Rivers. The estuary is about 80km long 
(as far as Lake Mape) and about 6km wide at the mouth with an average depth of about 3m.

The region is off-grid; households depend mainly on 
rechargeable/battery run lights and other sources like 
solar light. Households use charcoal as the main source of 
energy for cooking.

Sanitation facilities include communal bush, river bed, 
latrines, buckets etc.

SRE communities mainly depend on rivers, streams, wells 
etc. to supply clean water for domestic use.

The region is politically divided into districts and city 
councils. Besides Freetown, Bonthe is the only district in 
Sierra Leone that has municipality status.

The Mende and Sherbro are the dominant ethnic groups 
in the region.

78% of the population is employed
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BONTHE-SHERBRO RIVER ESTUARY
ECOLOGICAL IMPORTANCE

This region is made up of various ecosystem types including mangrove forests. The Bonthe Sherbro 
Estuary mangroves make up the greatest concentration in Sierra Leone - 58.2% of the country’s total 
mangrove cover, with large trees of Rhizophora racemose reaching up to 40m high. The mangroves of this 
region have the biggest potential for conservation and introduction of sustainable management practices, 
from a precautionary principle perspective. The estuary comprises a chain of islands, many of which are 
uninhabited. 

The islands provide tremendous support to both humans and biodiversity in Sierra Leone and they are 
presently part of the Marine Protected Areas in the country. Birds of the Sherbro River Estuary mainly 
comprise Palaearctic and intra-African migratory species, because of the dominance of mangrove swamp 
and the extensive mud and sand flats. Mega reptile species within and around the Sherbro River Estuary 
include green turtles, hawksbills, Olive Ridleys, leatherbacks, loggerheads and crocodiles. Other common 
reptiles include monitor lizards, mambas and water snakes. 

The Sherbro River Estuary is fringed by mangrove trees which stretch past it about 15 km. Rhizophora 
racemosa is the dominant species growing to a height of up to 40 m (Garnett and Mansaray, 2007). The 
other mangrove tree species present are Rhizophora mangle and Rhizophora harrisonii. The pioneer 
species Rhizophora racemosa occurs mainly along the river banks whilst Rhizophora mangle and 
Rhizophora harrisonii are predominant upstream along with Avicenmia Africana, Conocarpus erectus and 
Lagucularia racemosa.   

THREATS

Approximately 8% of the mangroves of this region have been lost since 1990 at a rate of about 0.2% 
per year. Sherbro River Estuary’s biodiversity faces many threats including habitat destruction, mangrove 
deforestation, climate change (coastal erosion, flooding and droughts), hunting, the collection of sea turtle 
eggs and other endangered species products, and land use change as a result of agriculture, settlement 
development, firewood extraction and fish stock overexploitation.

PAST AND ONGOING MANAGEMENT INTERVENTIONS

• Artisanal Fisheries Development Project. Funded by African Development Bank (2002-2010)58.7% of 
the population (aged 10 and above) is illiterate.

• Sustainable Livelihood Support for Communities on Bonthe Island Project on adaptation to climate 
change. Supported by Fin Church Aid and implemented by Green Scenery Sierra Leone (2011-2015)

• Environmental Justice Foundation Project to end pirate fishing (ongoing)

These efforts have led to a marginal increase in mangrove extent since 1990.

WA BICC PLANNED ACTIVITIES

1. Promote community-based ecosystems management

2. Provide improved fish smoking systems, additional community livelihood and disaster risk reduction 
measures as a way of building resilience to Climate change.

3. Promote awareness raising and behavior change communication campaigns to support conservation, 
ecosystem approach restoration of degraded mangrove areas, targeted capacity building and sustainable 
management of ecosystem resources.

4. Promote institutional strengthening, good governance practices and mainstreaming of climate change 
adaptation into local development plan.


