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Abstract: Mangrove ecosystems are threatened by a variety of anthropogenic changes, including
climate change. The main aim of this research is to quantify the spatial variation in the different
mangrove carbon stocks, aboveground carbon (AGC), belowground carbon (BGC), and soil carbon
(SOC), under future climate scenarios. Additionally, we sought to identify the magnitude of sea-level
rise (SLR) exposure with the view of identifying the mangrove regions most likely to face elevated
inundation. Different representative concentration pathways (RCPs) ranging from the most optimistic
(RCP 2.6) to medium emissions (RCP 4.5) and the most pessimistic (RCP 8.5) were considered for
2070. We used the Marine Ecoregions of the World (MEOW), a biogeographical classification of
coastal ecosystems, to quantify the variation in future carbon stocks at a regional scale and identify
areas of potential carbon stock losses and gains. Here, we showed that the mangroves of Central
and Western Indo-Pacific islands (Andamans, Papua New Guinea, and Vanuatu), the west African
coast, and northeastern South America will be the worst hit and are projected to affect all three
carbon stocks under all future scenarios. For instance, the Andaman ecoregion is projected to have an
11-25% decline in SOC accumulation, while the Western Indo-Pacific realm is projected to undergo
the sharpest declines, ranging from 10% to 12% under all three scenarios. Examples of these areas
are those in Amazonia and the eastern part of South Asia (such as in the Northern Bay of Bengal
ecoregion). Based on these findings, conservation management of mangroves can be conducted.

Keywords: mangrove; aboveground carbon; belowground carbon; climate change; sea level; machine
learning

1. Introduction

Mangrove ecosystems found in intertidal and coastal zones, such as those in the deltas
of the Bay of Bengal, the Ganges, Irrawaddy, and Mekong Rivers, provide vital ecosystem
services including provisioning services (e.g., fish, fuelwood, and materials) and regulating
services (e.g., coastal protection, flood prevention, and water quality) [1]. In addition to
these services, mangroves are also important in climate mitigation via carbon sequestration.
They can store up to five times more carbon per hectare as compared to other vegetated
ecosystems [2], such as tropical evergreen rainforests. Due to the high ability of mangroves
to sequester carbon, mangrove ecosystems are vital for maintaining the global carbon
cycle [3].
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The carbon sequestration potential of mangrove ecosystems varies across geographic
regions and is governed by local factors relating to forest structure and biophysical char-
acteristics [4,5]. The ability to sequester carbon is dependent on plant growth and more
importantly on hydrology and geomorphic characteristics, such as sea level rise history.
For instance, tropical mangrove ecosystems store larger carbon stocks (895 + 90 t C ha™?)
than subtropical or temperate forests (547 & 66 t C ha~!) [6]. Additionally, mangrove forest
structure is also controlled by a variety of bioclimatic factors, notably precipitation and
temperature [7]. The regional variation in these bioclimatic factors has a much greater
impact on biomass variation than latitudinal factors [8]. In fact, previous studies that have
provided estimates on mangrove aboveground biomass (ABG) both at local and regional
scales used models based on bioclimatic variables that included both temperature and
precipitation [9,10].

Mangroves are threatened by a variety of anthropogenic factors, including climate
change, degradation, deforestation, and land conversion to aquaculture farms [11]. Climate-
related factors such as increasing temperatures, altered precipitation patterns, changes in
sea level, and frequency of storms are threatening mangroves at regional scales [12]. Despite
the role that mangroves can play in influencing climate change mitigation efforts [13],
there currently exist no global-scale studies on how mangrove carbon stocks may vary
under future climate scenarios. The term blue carbon has been used to refer to integrated
ecosystem-level carbon assessments (i.e., in coastal and marine environments, carbon stored
in biomass and soil combined) with aboveground (AGC), belowground (BGC), and soil
organic carbon (SOC) being the most common measures [11,13-16]. BGC corresponds to
woody (axial roots) and nonwoody (fine roots) tissues present in the tree’s root systems [17].
It is one of the five primary carbon reserves in forested areas [18] and represents one of
the largest carbon stocks in tropical regions [19]. Both AGC and BGC are components of
vegetation biomass, while SOC is composed of dead roots and allochthonous material
deposited during tidal inundation. It has been recommended that SOC be fully incorporated
into national climate change mitigation policies [20]. However, many previous studies on
global and regional mangrove blue carbon have focused on evaluating the aboveground
stocks alone [9,21,22], yet examples exist indicating the relative importance of belowground
and soil stocks. For example, in Indonesia alone, mangroves provide, on average, a total
blue carbon storage of 950.5 Mg C ha~! [23], with more than 700 Mg C/ha from soil carbon.
Hence, it is vital to quantify the spatial variation in the different carbon stocks instead of
just focusing on AGC. This evaluation can be carried out under future climate scenarios to
identify areas projected to gain or lose their carbon stocks, with significant conservation
implications.

The lack of a clear, comprehensive biogeographic system to classify the seas has
complicated efforts to monitor progress, as well as to strategically plan and prioritize new
marine conservation initiatives. The Marine Ecoregions of the World, or MEOW, is a nested
system of 12 realms, 62 provinces, and 232 ecoregions that covers coastal and shelf areas
across the world [24].

This system has a far higher spatial resolution than previous global systems, yet it
still retains many common characteristics and may be cross-referenced with a variety of
regional biogeographic categories. MEOW acts as a unit of analysis, owing to relatively
homogeneous compositions and biogeographical driving agents (for example, nutrient
inputs, freshwater influx, temperature, currents, and coastal complexity) [25]. The use of
the hierarchical MEOW classifications aims to support conservation priority setting for
the marine sphere [25]. Realms are the largest spatial units in the MEOW system. These
are composed of large regions of coastal, benthic, or pelagic ocean across which biotas are
internally coherent at higher taxonomic levels because of a shared and unique evolutionary
history. They have elevated levels of endemism, including unique taxa at generic and
family levels in some groups. On the other hand, provinces are large areas defined by the
presence of distinct biotas that have at least some cohesions over evolutionary time frames.
They will hold some level of endemism, principally at the species level. Lastly, ecoregions
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are the smallest scale units in the MEOW system. These are areas of homogeneous species
composition, clearly distinct from adjacent systems. The species composition is likely to be
determined by the predominance of a small number of ecosystems and/or a distinct suite
of oceanographic or topographic features [24].

The marine categorizations are based on abiotic and biotic characteristics of the coastal
ocean [24]. They were developed from previous biogeographic classifications, published
information, grey literature, and expert opinion, and they have been extremely useful for
the study of ecological patterns and management of marine resources at a global scale [26],
including carbon stocks and emissions from mangrove forests [27]. Additionally, the
projected change in mangrove areas in terms of inundation because of SLR is expected
to vary across different emissions scenarios and regions [28-30]. However, the impact of
changes in SLR in terms of inundation impacts has not been systematically assessed on a
global scale.

The main objectives of this study are to (i) quantify the variation in mangrove carbon
(AGC, BGC, and SOC) stocks across different marine bioregion settings under the present
climatic conditions, (ii) quantify the variation in mangrove carbon stocks across marine
bioregions under different emissions scenarios for 2070, and (iii) identify the most impor-
tant variables that explain the variation in mangrove carbon stocks under future scenarios.
The year 2070 is used because most future prediction data are available for said period. Fur-
thermore, soil erosion data are currently only available for 2070, as well as projected future
data for 2070, which have been used in several ecological studies [31-34]. This study will
identify which of the hierarchical categorizations (realms, provinces, or ecoregions) has the
greatest role on influencing carbon stock variation and identify the areas that are projected
to have notable changes in the different carbon stocks. Finally, we will also quantify the
SLR-driven inundation exposure of these categorizations. We believe identifying changes
in carbon variation, especially areas predicted to undergo steep biomass declines and/or
elevated SLR exposure, can support future mangrove conservation prioritization.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Mangrove Data

In order to identify the spatial variation in carbon stocks, we used the Marine Ecore-
gions of the World (MEOW) framework, which is a nested system of 12 realms, 62 provinces,
and 232 ecoregions. The database aims to capture the generic patterns of biodiversity and
habitats present within the marine and coastal regions [24]. Since MEOW is a global-
scale database, only the areas that overlapped with the mangrove distribution as mapped
by Giri et al. [35] were retained. The final mangrove-dominated MEOW categorizations
retained as a part of this research are tabulated in Table 1.

Table 1. Mangrove-dominated MEOWs.

Realm

Province Ecoregion

Central Indo-Pacific

Bismarck Sea

Solomon Archipelago
Solomon Sea

Southeast Papua New Guinea

Eastern Coral Triangle

Java Transitional Southern Java

Central and Southern Great Barrier Reef

Northern Australian Shelf Torres Strait Northern Great Barrier Reef

Exmouth to Broome

Northwest Australian Shelf Ningaloo




Sustainability 2022, 14, 3873

40f17

Table 1. Cont.

Realm

Province

Ecoregion

Sahul Shelf

Arafura Sea

Arnhem Coast to Gulf of Carpenteria
Bonaparte Coast

Gulf of Papua

South China Sea

Gulf of Tonkin
Southern China

South Kuroshio

South Kuroshio

Sunda Shelf

Gulf of Thailand
Malacca Strait
Southern Vietham
Sunda Shelf/Java Sea

Tropical Southwestern Pacific

Fiji Islands
New Caledonia
Tonga Islands
Vanuatu

Western Coral Triangle

Banda Sea

Eastern Philippines
Halmahera

Lesser Sunda

Northeast Sulawesi
Palawan/North Borneo
Papua

Sulawesi Sea/Makassar Strait

Eastern Indo-Pacific

Central Polynesia
Hawaii

Samoa Islands
Hawaii

East Central Australian Shelf

Manning-Hawkesbury
Tweed-Moreton

Northern New Zealand Northeastern New Zealand
Bassi
Temperate Australasia Southeast Australian Shelf C?as;;alr—}owe
. Great Australian Bight
Southwest Australian Shelf South Australian Gulfs
West Central Australian Shelf Shark Bay
. . Carolinian
Temperate Northern Atlantic Warm Temperate Northwest Atlantic Northern Gulf of Mexico
Cortezian

Temperate Northern Pacific

Warm Temperate Northeast Pacific

Magdalena Transition
Southern California Bight

Warm Temperate Northwest Pacific

Central Kuroshio Current
East China Sea

Temperate South America

Warm Temperate Southeastern Pacific

Central Peru

Warm Temperate Southwestern Atlantic

Southeastern Brazil

Temperate Southern Africa Agulhas Natal

Angolan

Gulf of Guinea Central
Tropical Atlantic Gulf of Guinea Gulf of Guinea South

Gulf of Guinea Upwelling
Gulf of Guinea West
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Table 1. Cont.

Realm

Province Ecoregion

Amazonia

North Brazil Shelf Gui
uianan

Bahamian

Eastern Caribbean
Floridian

Greater Antilles
Southern Caribbean
Southern Gulf of Mexico
Southwestern Caribbean
Western Caribbean

Tropical Northwestern Atlantic

Eastern Brazil

Tropical Southwestern Atlantic .
p Northeastern Brazil

West African Transition Sahelian Upwelling

Tropical Eastern Pacific

Eastern Galapagos Islands

Galapagos Western Galapagos Islands

Chiapas-Nicaragua
Guayaquil

Tropical East Pacific Mexican Tropical Pacific
Nicoya
Panama Bight

Western Indo-Pacific

Andaman and Nicobar Islands
Andaman Andaman Sea Coral Coast
Western Sumatra

Eastern India
Northern Bay of Bengal

Gulf of Aden
Red Sea and Gulf of Aden Northern and Central Red Sea
Southern Red Sea

Arabian (Persian) Gulf
Somali/Arabian Gulf of Oman
Western Arabian Sea

South India and Sri Lanka
Western India

Bay of Bengal

West and South Indian Shelf

Bight of Sofala/Swamp Coast
Delagoa

Western Indian Ocean East African Coral Coast
Northern Monsoon Current Coast
Western and Northern Madagascar

For this research, AGB field data for different tropical and sub-tropical mangroves
across the world were obtained from a combination of peer-reviewed published articles
and the Sustainable Wetlands Adaptation and Mitigation Program (SWAMDP), a free-access
mangrove biomass database [36]. The Sustainable Wetlands Adaptation and Mitigation
Program is a collaborative effort by the Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR)
and the USDA Forest Service (USFS) with support from the US Agency for International
Development (USAID) [36]. SWAMP has led a number of wetland research studies around
the tropics, including extensive mangrove forest mensuration data, sponsored a number
of trainings to build local and regional competence, and collaborated with policymakers
and natural resource officials to develop adaptation and mitigation plans [37]. List of
AGB sources (other than the SWAMP data) used in this research has been provided in
the Supplementary File S1. Belowground biomass (BGB) was derived from the field AGB
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data, using the conversion factor of 0.5, which has been consistently used across recent
global C stock estimates in mangroves to derive BGB directly from AGB [7,9,16,38]. Soil
carbon data were obtained from Sanderman et al. [39]. The SOC stock was obtained by the
authors at 1 m depth in Mg C/ha while the aboveground biomass and BGB were converted
to aboveground and belowground carbon stocks (AGC and BGC, respectively) using a
conversion factor of 0.47 [40,41].

2.2. Data for Predictors

To predict the variation in carbon stocks, the following variables were considered
under the present and future time periods: bioclimate, topography, mangrove species
richness, and soil erosion by water. Bioclimatic variables function as proxies for both
edaphic and biological factors and thus are important determinants of carbon stocks [42].
Nineteen bioclimatic variables that represent annual, seasonal, and extreme climatic trends
relating to precipitation and temperature were obtained from the WorldClim database [43]
(see Supplementary File S2). These data were obtained at 1 km spatial resolution for both
the present and future time period (2070).

Representative concentration pathways, or RCP scenarios, were used in this study.
RCP is a set of four new pathways developed for the climate modeling community as a
basis for long-term and near-term modeling experiments. The core of the RCP concept
is that any single path of radiative forcing can be generated by multiple socio-economic,
technological, and policy development scenarios [44]. The four RCPs together span the
range of year 2100 radiative forcing values found in the open literature, i.e., from 2.6 to
8.5 W/m? [45]. In this study, three scenarios were considered: RCP 2.6, 4.5, and 8.5. These
represent a radiative forcing of ~3 W/m?, 4.5 W/m?, and 8.5 W/m?, respectively [46].
RCP 2.6 provides the lowest possible carbon dioxide emissions; RCP 4.5 provides milder
emission scenarios, where GHG emissions increase slightly and reach a peak around 2040.
RCP 8.5 is an extreme case, where GHG emissions are three times higher than the current
atmospheric level. Thus, RCP 2.6, RCP 4.5, and RCP 8.5 relate to the radiative forcing of
2.6 W/m?2,4.5W/m?2, and 8.5 W/m?, respectively [44]. RCP 8.5 is the most pessimistic of
scenarios with CO, emissions increasing at a high rate during the first part of the century,
and while they stabilize by 2100, the concentrations of CO, are over three times those in
2000 [47].

In this study, for AGC and BGC, annual temperature (BIO1), temperature seasonality
(BIO4), annual precipitation (BIO12), and precipitation seasonality (BIO15) were included
for both present and future scenarios as performed by [9,47]. For soil carbon, only BIO1 and
BIO12 were considered as performed by [42,48,49]. An increase in rainfall may lead to an
expansion of mangrove ecosystems because it helps ensure flushing of soils and sediments,
thus minimizing the degree of salt stress for mangroves. On the other hand, a decrease in
rainfall may reduce the geographic area where mangroves grow. In addition to bioclimatic
variables, coastal erosion was considered for all three scenarios [50]. Previous studies
showed that an increase in temperature may already be leading mangrove expansion
into higher latitudes around the globe, even increasing mangrove productivity where
temperature does not exceed an upper threshold [51].

Shuttle radar topographic mission (SRTM) digital elevation model (DEM) was obtained
from USGS Earth Explorer. The SRTM elevation data are a globally consistent source of
elevational data, which can also be used to derive other topographic products such as
slope, roughness, and topographic wetness index [52]. Topographic products such as those
obtained from SRTM DEM have been previously used for mangrove biomass estimates [53],
where a landscape scale map of mean tree height in mangrove forests in Everglades National
Park was produced using the elevation data from the SRTM. Mangrove species distribution
data were obtained from the IUCN Red List of mangrove species. Species diversity has
a positive association with mangrove carbon stocks [54] and was therefore included in
the analysis. This was used to derive mangrove species richness by extracting a presence—
absence matrix for the mangrove species using the letsR package of the R programming
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language. The presence—absence values for the mangrove species richness were summed to
obtain a species richness raster at 1 km resolution [55]. The full list of predictors, presented
in Table 2, includes:

Table 2. Predictors used in research.

Variable Categories Variables

Annual temperature (BIO1), temperature seasonality (BIO4), annual
precipitation (BIO12), and precipitation seasonality (BIO15)
Species Mangrove species richness

Topography Elevation, soil erosion by water

Bioclimatic variables

2.3. Data Analysis for Quantifying Biomass Variation under the Different Scenarios

Random forest (RF) is an ensemble-based machine learning algorithm that creates
many decision trees and provides response variable (a continuous numerical variable such
as biomass) estimates by averaging the predictions of all regression trees [55]. The decision
trees are created using bootstrap resampling from the original dataset [18]. For a dataset
with 7 features, the square root of n may be used in each subset [40]. Compared to statistical
techniques, random forest models are not as strongly affected by the number of predictor
variables or the correlation between these [42]. The RF algorithm has been extensively
used for mapping the spatial distribution of biomass using a combination of field data
and spatial data [18,19]. In this research, the carbon stock variables (AGC, BGC, and SOC)
were taken as response variables, and the random forest model was implemented using
the “caret” package of the R programming language [56]. To assess the performance of the
random forest models, we implemented leave-one-out cross-validation (LOOCV). LOOCV
sequentially removes one observation from the dataset and fits the model to the (n — 1)
data observations. This model is then tested /validated on the observation that was left out.
This process is repeated iteratively, and the test error rate observed in each of the iterations
is averaged to help reduce overfitting and provide unbiased error rates [57]. The accuracy
of these random forest models was evaluated by computing the Pearson’s correlation
coefficient between the actual and model-predicted AGB values [57]. Additionally, the most
important variables influencing the variation in carbon stock values were identified, along
with the role of the most important predictors in influencing carbon stocks under different
scenarios. For the latter, partial difference plots of the most influential predictor variables
were derived using partial dependence plots (PDPs) that help visualize non-linear and
complex relationships, along with the direction of the relationship between the response
and predictor variable [55] (see Supplementary File S3).

2.4. Sea Level Rises (SLR) under Future Climate Scenarios

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) predicts that global SLR may
increase by approximately 0.28 to 1.4 m by the end of the 21st century. The magnitude
of the projected SLR increase varies under the different RCP scenarios. We considered
the RCP 2.6 and 8.5 SLR scenario for 2100 as 0.30-0.65 m for RCP 2.6 and 0.63-1.32 m for
RCP 8.5 [58]. A digital elevation model (DEM) was used to identify areas susceptible to
SLR-induced inundation under the RCP 2.6 and RCP 8.5 scenarios [59]. For this analysis,
we used the multi-error-removed improved-terrain (MERIT) DEM, which is available for
all land areas between 90° north and 60° south latitude at 3-arc-s (90-m) grid spacing [60].
The MERIT DEM is free of multiple elevation errors that exist in other global DEMs such as
SRTM. Due to the improved accuracy of the elevation representation of flat regions, the
MERIT DEM is especially helpful for flood inundation modeling [61]. The DEM pixels
whose elevation was below the SLR specified in the scenarios were defined as inundation
areas. Such inundation areas were assigned with values of 1, and other areas were given
values of 0. It is assumed that the areas with an inundation value of 1 are not suitable for
sustaining mangroves in an inundation-only scenario [28,59]. We acknowledge that there
are limitations to these assumptions, as the capacity of mangroves to keep pace to SLR is
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determined not only by inundation level but also by sediment availability and sea level
rise history [62]. However, these analyses allowed us to compare globally regions that are
likely to be more exposed to the effects of SLR.

The magnitude of each ecoregion’s exposure to projected SLR has been computed
using dimension index (DI).

DI = (X — Min)/(Max — Min) 1

where X = predicted sea-level change for an ecoregion, Min = minimum predicted sea
level for all ecoregions, and Max = maximum predicted sea level for all ecoregions under
the different scenarios. DI varies from 0 to 1, where ecoregions with high scores are
interpreted as having high exposure to sea-level change, and the sub-district with low
scores is considered as having low exposure [63].

3. Results
3.1. Modelling Mangrove AGC Variation under the Present and Future Climate Scenarios

The average predicted global AGC value was 86.62 Mg C/ha under the present
scenario and was projected to decline under all future climate scenarios (Figure 1). Under
the RCP 2.6 scenario, the projected AGC values decreased to 81Mg C/ha, further declining
to 80.45 Mg C/ha and 79.42 Mg C/ha under the RCP 4.5 and 8.5 scenarios, respectively.
However, future AGC variations have been projected to vary across the different ecological
units considered. Except for the Temperate Australasia and Temperate Southern Africa
realms, all realms are projected to undergo a decline in AGC values under all future
scenarios. The former is projected to have a slight increase in AGC values under RCP 2.6
(1.37% increase), and the latter is projected to have an increase of 1.37% and 7.64% under
RCP 2.6 and 4.5, respectively. This is because frosts limit mangrove growth in these areas,
so with increase in temperature, these areas will benefit from an increase of mangrove
productivity. Except for the Northeastern Australian Shelf province within the Central
Indo-Pacific realm (under RCP 2.6 scenario), South China Sea (under RCP scenarios 4.5
and 8.5), and the Galapagos province of the Tropical Eastern Pacific realm (under RCP
2.6 scenario), all the marine provinces too are projected to undergo a decline in AGC values
ranging from less than 1% to 15% under all RCP scenarios (see Supplementary File S4).

Out of all the realms, the Western Indo-Pacific realm is projected to undergo the
sharpest declines, ranging from 10% to 12% under all three scenarios, while the Tropical
Atlantic realm is projected to have declines ranging from 8% to 11%. Out of all the realms,
the Western Indo-Pacific is by far the most species rich, with the Andamans province
containing 34 species alone [48]. While the Andaman province has the highest carbon
storage (91 Mg C/ha) compared to all the other provinces within the realm, it along with
its three constituent ecoregions (Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Andaman Sea Coral Coast,
and Western Sumatra) are projected to undergo declines in AGC values, ranging from less
than 1% to 10% under all future scenarios. The ecoregion of Western Sumatra is projected
to have declined by 7.5%, 6.12%, and 10.7% under RCP 2.6, 4.5, and 8.5, respectively. While
the declines in the Bay of Bengal province are projected to range from 7% to 11%, the East
India ecoregion is projected to have a 2% to 5% increase in AGC values while the North Bay
of Bengal is projected to decline by 8% to 12%. The provinces of the Tropical Atlantic realm
are projected to undergo a decline in AGC values with the Angolan and Gulf of Guinea
West ecoregions undergoing declines ranging from 20% to 25% under the future scenarios.

3.2. Modelling Mangrove BGC Stocks under the Present and Future Climate Scenarios

The average predicted global BGC stock was 34.81 Mg/ha under the present scenario
and was projected to decline under all future climate scenarios (Figure 2). This result
is consistent with those found for AGC. Under the RCP 2.6 scenario, the projected BGC
stocks decreased to 33.4 Mg/ha and to 33.6 Mg/ha and 33.1 Mg/ha under the RCP 4.5 and
8.5 scenarios, respectively. The Central Indo-Pacific, Temperate North Atlantic, Temperate
North Pacific, Temperate South America, Tropical Atlantic, and Western Indo-Pacific realms



Sustainability 2022, 14, 3873

90f17

are projected to undergo a decline in BGC stocks under all future scenarios, and BGC values
are projected to increase under all future climate scenarios for the Temperate South Africa
realm. The BGC stock of the South China Sea province (of the Central Indo-Pacific realm)
and the Warm Temperate Southeastern Pacific (of the Temperate South American realm)
are projected to increase by 0.5% to 1% and 2% to 16%, respectively, under all future climate
scenarios (see Supplementary File S4).

AGC Representative Concentration Pathways (RCP) 2.6 For 2070
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Figure 1. Changes in AGC stocks between the present and future of the RCP scenarios 2.6, 4.5, and
8.5 (2070).

Out of all the realms, the Western Indo-Pacific realm is projected to undergo the
sharpest declines in BGC ranging from 5% to 7% under all three scenarios. The Bay of Bengal
province is projected to have sharper declines in BGC values (5% to 11%) compared to the
Andaman province. However, similar to AGC, the BGC stores of the constituent ecoregions
of the latter (Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Andaman Sea Coral Coast, and Western
Sumatra) are projected to undergo a decline in BGC under future scenarios. Among the
constituent ecoregions of the Bay of Bengal province, the East India ecoregion is projected
to have a less than 1% decline in BGC values under RCP 2.6 and an increase in RCP 4.5 and
8.5, while the North Bay of Bengal is projected to decline by 5% to 12%.
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Figure 2. Changes in BGC stocks between the present and future of the RCP scenarios 2.6, 4.5, and
8.5 (2070).

3.3. Modelling Mangrove SOC Stocks under the Present and Future Climate Scenarios

The average predicted global SOC stocks were 290.5 Mg C/ha under the present
scenario. Out of all the marine realms, the mangroves of the Central Indo-Pacific (except
the province of the Northeastern Australian Shelf), Eastern Indo-Pacific, and Tropical
Atlantic realms (except its provinces of Tropical NW Atlantic and West African Transitions
under RCP 2.6) are projected to undergo a decline in SOC accumulation under all the
future climate scenarios. All the provinces and ecoregions within the Eastern Indo-Pacific
Realm are projected to undergo a decline in future SOC stocks, with the province of
Central Polynesia projected to lose more than 50% of its SOC stocks under all the future
scenarios. The realms of Temperate Australasia and Temperate Northern Pacific, on the
other hand, are projected to undergo an increase in all SOC stocks under all future scenarios,
as is the province of Bay of Bengal. Temperate Southern Africa and Western Indo-Pacific
are projected to undergo an increase in SOC stocks under RCP 2.6 (of 1.2% and 7.9%,
respectively) but decline under both RCP 4.5 and 8.5. However, the Andaman province of
the latter is projected to undergo a decline of 11%, 23%, and 25% under the scenarios RCP
2.6, 4.5, and 8.5, respectively. See Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Changes in SOC stocks between the present and future of the RCP scenarios 2.6, 4.5, and
8.5 (2070).

3.4. Modelling Mangrove Total Carbon Stocks under the Present and Future Climate Scenarios

Many ecoregions within the different realms and provinces are projected to undergo
an increase in carbon stock values (even when the realm or province overall is projected to
decline). For instance, Southern China and the Southern Vietnam ecoregions of the Central-
Indo Pacific realm are projected to undergo a 1-4% increase in AGC stocks under all climate
scenarios. Southern California Bight of the Temperate Northern Pacific is projected to
undergo a 5-7% increase in AGC stocks under the future scenarios. While the Warm
Temperate province and its constituent ecoregions (Cortezinian, Magdalena Transition, and
Southern California Bight) are projected to undergo an increase in SOC stocks under future
scenarios, the province of Warm Temperate North Pacific and its constituent ecoregions of
Central Kuroshio Current and the East China Sea are projected to undergo an SOC stock
decline under all future scenarios. The former is projected to undergo a decline in both
AGC and BGC stocks for all scenarios, and the latter is projected to have a 2% increase in
BGC stocks under the RCP 2.6 scenario. The ecoregions listed in Table 3 are predicted to
undergo a decline in all three carbon stocks under all the future scenarios.

However, only two ecoregions, Southern California Bight and Mexican Tropical Pacific,
both located in the North American region, are projected to gain carbon stocks across all
three carbon pools (AGC, BGC, and SOC) under the three different RCP scenarios. On the
other hand, mangroves of Central and Western Indo-Pacific islands (Andamans, Papua
New Guinea, Vanuatu), west African coast, and northeastern South America are projected
to decrease all three of their carbon stocks under all future climate scenarios. Many other
ecoregions such as Western Sumatra, Southern Java, Bonaparte coast, Eastern Philippines,
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and North Sulawesi are projected to decrease in both AGC and BGC stocks under all
future scenarios.

Table 3. Ecoregions projected to undergo a decline in all three carbon stocks.

Ecoregions Countries
Gulf of Papua Oceania (Papua New Guinea)
Vanuatu Oceania (Vanuatu)
Palawan/North Borneo SE Asia (Borneo and the Palawan Islands, Philippines)
Papua Oceania (Papua New Guinea)
Central Kuroshio Current East Asia (Japan)
Angolan SW Africa (Angola)
Gulf of Guinea West NW Africa
Amazonia South America (Brazil)
Guianan South America (French Guiana, Guyana, Suriname)
Northeastern Brazil South America (Brazil)
Andaman and Nicobar Islands South Asia (Southeastern India)
Andaman Sea Coral Coast SE Asia (Thailand)

3.5. Modelling Mangrove Sea-Level Rise Exposure under the Present and Future Climate Scenarios

In terms of anticipated sea-level changes under the future emissions scenarios, the over-
all exposure of the different ecoregions to changing sea levels is projected to be greater under
the RCP 8.5 scenario as compared to the RCP 2.6 scenario (see Supplementary File S4). The
Northern Gulf of Mexico ecoregion is predicted to have the highest SLR exposure under
both RCP 2.6 and 8.5. This is followed by the Northern Bay of Bengal marine ecoregion,
where the inundation exposure is projected to increase from 0.394 (under RCP 2.6) to 0.44
(under RCP 8.5). In the Amazonian ecoregion, the inundation exposure is projected to
increase from 0.31 (under RCP 2.6) to 0.34 (under RCP 8.5), while for the East China Sea
ecoregion the SLR exposure is projected to decline from 0.33 (under RCP 2.6) to 0.285
(under RCP 8.5). However, the Gulf of Guinea ecoregions are projected to have the steepest
difference between the two scenarios, with an SLR exposure of 0.264 for RCP 2.6 and 0.37
for RCP 8.5. On the other hand, the inundation exposure of the Bonaparte ecoregion is
projected to remain similar under both scenarios.

4. Discussion
4.1. Drivers of Blue Carbon Stocks

Our research has shown that the importance of the factors influencing the variation
in the different mangrove carbon stocks varied across all the RCP scenarios. Ecoregion-
based analysis was found to be more significant in predicting total carbon stocks than
realms and provinces. It was also found that temperature, temperature seasonality, annual
precipitation, and soil erosion were the most critical of the drivers tested of AGC stocks
under RCP 2.6 and 4.5 and superseded the spatial categorizations. Specifically, annual
temperature and precipitation in ecoregions were the most important drivers of AGC
variation under RCP 4.5. The importance of precipitation and temperature in driving man-
grove biomass is consistent with previous findings on the effect of rainfall and temperature
on mangrove ecosystems [9]. Reduced rainfall leads to high salinity and increased salt
stress in mangroves. Moreover, mangroves generally thrive within a temperature range of
15-25 °C, and though an increase in atmospheric temperature may lead to an increase in
mangrove productivity, this positive effect is only until an upper threshold; when crossed,
it will negatively impact coastal vegetation, including mangroves. Hence, higher mean
annual temperatures may result in lower mangrove biomass under future scenarios [64].
Conversely, an increase in rainfall under future climate scenarios could result in an increase
in carbon stocks in many mangrove ecosystems. The study further projected that halting
mangrove deforestation could result in carbon stocks increasing by almost 10% by 2115
because of increased rainfall [65]. A detailed analysis of the impacts of future changes in
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temperature and precipitation indicated that different mangrove regions could support the
expansion of mangroves in Australasia, the Americas, Africa, and Asia [12].

Partial dependence plots (PDPs) revealed that soil erosion was inversely associated
with carbon stocks for all the scenarios. Mangrove species richness, annual temperature,
and annual precipitation on the other hand showed a positive association with AGC, BGC,
and SOC under all RCP scenarios. These findings are consistent with the existing body
of research; temperature and precipitation were previously identified as being the main
drivers of mangrove carbon storage at a global scale [7].

Species richness was also found to be an important driver of mangrove carbon stocks,
but carbon storage varies across species [66]. While the research conducted on the man-
groves of Tanzania discovered that erosion has a negative impact on soil organic carbon,
a global-scale analysis of the impacts of soil erosion on mangrove carbon stocks has not
been performed [20]. However, the research conducted on other tropical ecosystems sug-
gests that both soil erosion and loss in vegetation cover can result in a decline in carbon
stocks [67]. Globally, mangroves are deforested and degraded [68,69], further contributing
to declines in stocks and exacerbating coastal erosion [70,71].

Based on these research findings and existing literature, we predict that increasing soil
erosion could potentially be brought on by an increase in future precipitation combined
with increasing rates of deforestation affecting mangrove carbon storage and sequestration.
However, how mangrove deforestation dynamics could vary under future scenarios is un-
known, hampering efforts to assess potential domino effects on factors such as soil erosion.

4.2. Conservation Implications

The ecoregion-centered approach is an integral feature of terrestrial conservation prior-
itization [72,73]. Previous research has established that, at a regional scale, the distribution
of mangroves is controlled by abiotic and biotic factors [74]. This research confirms carbon
stock variations across the different marine ecoregion categorizations and showed the
relevance of ecoregions in influencing the variation in carbon stock values.

This study had also identified that some of the ecoregions that are projected to be
mostly affected because of climatic changes under the different emissions scenarios face
too-high levels of SLR inundation exposure under RCP 2.6 and 8.5. Based on these findings,
we argue that the mangroves of the Amazonian biome, the eastern part of South Asia
(where both the Andaman and North Bay of Bengal marine ecoregions are located), SE
Asia, and the Gulf of Guinea are the most vulnerable to decline in carbon stocks (elevated
SLR inundation could result in declines in mangrove area availability and changes in
species composition, owing to a combination of increased salinity and the loss of suitable
habitats for many mangrove species) [28,29,75]. These could result in additional mangrove
carbon stock losses. The impacts of SLR on mangroves are expected to vary regionally,
and there is a paucity of data relating to drivers such as sea-level rise and tidal dynamics
in many regions such as Africa [12]. This makes establishing links between SLR and
mangrove carbon stock changes at a global scale difficult. For instance, inundation or
submergence because of rising sea level water is one aspect of future SLR change. In some
places, mangroves may be able to keep pace with regional sea level rises if root growth
and sediment availability are adequate [62]. Accretion rates in turn can be affected by
subsurface mechanisms such as sedimentation and subsidence/uplift [28]. Additionally,
the response of mangroves to both the changing climate and sea level is expected to be
mediated by mangrove ecosystem composition [76] and the ability of mangrove species
to migrate and undergo a landward extension [77]. Further, changes in precipitation are
projected to affect riverine discharge, which in turn is expected to increase mangrove
surface elevation. This will affect the resilience of estuarine mangroves to SLR and reduce
its impact by supporting mangrove expansion in different regions, such as Australia [12].
On the other hand, dwarf mangroves of NZ [78], those that could be colonized by alternate
coastal ecosystems [4] such as seagrass and mangroves affected by micro-tidal dynamics,
are at a higher risk [12].
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5. Conclusions and Recommendations

This research has focused on adapting a bioclimatic variables-based model of carbon
stock variation. These bioclimatic variables were used in conjunction with soil erosion
and topographic and coastal ecosystem classification variables for both the present and
future scenarios, along with identifying the SLR exposure of different marine ecoregions in
an inundation-only scenario. The importance of marine ecoregions in influencing carbon
stocks variation under different scenarios was identified, and the ecoregions projected to
lose one or more of their carbon stocks and their vulnerability to projected SLR exposure
were shown. Based on this assessment, an ecoregion-based approach could help model the
variation in carbon stock variation, identify exposure to SLR, and prioritize regions such as
those in South Asia, Amazonia, and SE Asia for conservation.

It is not known how the future changes in salinity and other bioclimatic variables will
influence species composition, their carbon storage, and their ability to shift in response to
changing SLR across different regions. Additionally, little is known about future mangrove
deforestation scenarios and their interactions with other potential drivers of mangrove car-
bon stock changes, including SLR changes and shifts in species composition, owing to which
these were not incorporated in this research. Furthermore, tidal inundation, wave action,
and cyclones influence both mangrove forest structure and species composition [6,63,64],
but there is limited information about how these will vary under future scenarios and in-
teract with the other mangrove change drivers to drive carbon stock changes. Hence,
we recommend that future studies be made to develop models that will incorporate
these factors.
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