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RESOURCES LEGACY FUND FOUNDATION (RLFF) is a supporting organization

of Resources Legacy Fund (RLF). Since its founding in 2000, RLF has represented an innovation

in conservation philanthropy as a donor-driven enterprise. As a separately incorporated 509(a)(3)

supporting organization to RLF, RLFF helps RLF enable foundations and philanthropic individu-

als to engage in conservation endeavors in California that have lasting value. RLF and RLFF work

closely with RLF’s primary contractor and strategic partner, Resources Law Group, to provide

RLF’s donors with a unique mix of capabilities to deliver outcomes that improve environmental

sustainability in Western North America as well as in oceans and fisheries worldwide.

MARINE LIFE PROTECTION ACT INITIATIVE Since 2004, together with RLFF, the

David and Lucile Packard Foundation, Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation, Marisla

Foundation, Keith Campbell Foundation for the Environment, and Annenberg Foundation have

supported a once-in-a-generation opportunity to improve ocean ecosystems by helping to

implement California's Marine Life Protection Act, a law enacted to establish a statewide net-

work of marine protected areas to protect the state's marine life, habitat, and coastal ecosystems.

CALIFORNIA COASTAL AND MARINE INITIATIVE A multi-year program begun by

RLFF on behalf of the David and Lucile Packard Foundation in 2003, dedicated to improving

California’s coastal and marine health and generating more effective statewide policies and pro-

grams to enhance the protection of coasts and oceans for future generations.

RESOURCES LAW GROUP is a consultant to RLF and RLFF, and offers strategic expertise in

designing and implementing programs to conserve natural resources, creating innovative opportu-

nities for effective conservation philanthropy, crafting and executing real estate transactions, and

advising clients on land use and natural resources law and policy. Its goal is the creation of enduring

conservation outcomes. Its approach is creative, nimble, and effective. Since 1999, Resources Law

Group has led successful efforts to protect ocean resources and conserve millions of acres in

California and the West.

TUPPER ANSEL BLAKE is a wildlife photographer whose books include Balancing Water:

Restoring the Klamath Basin (2003, with M.G. Blake and W. Kittredge), Tracks in the Sky: Wildlife

and Wetlands of the Pacific Flyway (1987, with P. Steinhart), and Wild California: Vanishing Lands,

Vanishing Wildlife (1985, with A.S. Leopold). His photographic surveys have been the basis for

two Smithsonian Institution traveling exhibitions. He lives in Dorris, California. Tupper’s images

appear on the cover, this page, and page 13 (bird). All photos © Tupper Ansel Blake.

MARC SHARGEL is a marine life photographer whose books include Wonders of the Sea:

North Central California’s Living Marine Riches (2008), Wonders of the Sea Volume Two: Marine

Jewels of Southern California’s Coast and Islands (2009), and Wonders of the Sea Volume Three:

Hidden Treasures of California’s Far North Coast (2010). Marc served on the state’s official advi-

sory body helping to select sites for California’s Central Coast marine protected area network.

He lives near the north shore of Monterey Bay, California. Marc’s images can be seen on his

website, LivingSeaimages.com, and are featured on pages ii, 4, 13 (kelp), 14, 17 (seal), 18, and 19,

and the inside back cover. All photos © Marc Shargel.

ADDITIONAL IMAGERY Back cover image by David Greyo; historical image on page 1 courtesy

of Catalina Museum; anenome on page 7 by Dana Roeber Murray; diver on page 17 by Pete

Naylor (courtesy of OceanSpaces).
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THE PACIFIC OCEAN bestows beauty and bounty upon California. A life-giving current

sweeps offshore, its waters delivering essential nutrients to an extraordinary diversity and

abundance of marine life ranging from tiny nudibranchs to massive gray whales. Ocean

winds moderate California’s weather and the push and pull of tides shape a picturesque

coastline of rocky points, deep bays, and sunny beaches.

The people of California have shown an abiding connec-

tion to the ocean ever since the first Native Americans

settled along the shore. Today, four out of five state

residents live within 30 miles of the water’s edge. Clean

beaches and coastal parks, breathtaking ocean views,

and outdoor recreation define the California lifestyle.

The state’s productive marine and coastal ecosystems

also support a wealth of economic activities that are

major components of California’s coastal economy, the

largest of its kind in the nation. Coastal tourism and

recreation contribute more than $12 billion to the state’s

Gross Domestic Product. 

MA R I N E WAT E R S I N JE O PA R DY

Population growth along the coast has had its consequences. The intensity of economic

activities has compromised the capacity of marine and coastal ecosystems to produce the

goods and services that people value. Even the immensity of Earth’s largest ocean has not

spared it from the impacts of onshore development, polluted runoff, habitat loss, over-

fishing, climate change, and fractured governance. California’s coast and ocean face these

same global threats, putting the state’s iconic coast and renowned marine life at risk.

The degradation of California’s coastal waters has inspired action. Public concern follow-

ing the 1969 Santa Barbara Oil Spill—which leaked 3 million gallons of oil and covered 35

miles of coastline in crude six inches deep—established a community of now-seasoned

coastal advocates and led to environmental legislation that formed the legal and regula-

tory framework for the modern environmental movement. Forty years later, Californians’

commitment to coastal protection remains strong. A 2003 poll conducted by the Public

Policy Institute of California revealed that the condition of the ocean and beaches was per-

sonally important to a vast majority of Californians; 75 percent favored creating more

marine reserves, even if it meant limiting commercial and recreational fishing.

California’s Coastal Heritage
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A NEW DI R E C T I O N

In 1999, the California Legislature passed the Marine Life Protection Act (MLPA) with

bipartisan support; the law—the first of its kind in the nation—mandated establishing a

scientifically derived statewide network of marine protected areas (MPAs). Just as parks

protect wildlife and habitats on land, MPAs protect and restore wildlife and habitats in the

ocean. Passing this law proved to be only the first step in a fourteen-year effort to imple-

ment a visionary new direction for ocean management in the state.

While the MLPA provided clear direction, like most new legislation, it did not come with

a dedicated funding source to support its implementation. Resources Legacy Fund

Foundation, under the leadership of the David and Lucile Packard Foundation, the Gordon

and Betty Moore Foundation, the Marisla Foundation, the Keith Campbell Foundation for

the Environment, and the Annenberg Foundation, recognized this shortcoming as a chal-

lenge that could be overcome and sought to provide the resources needed to undertake

the monumental task of creating a network of MPAs along California’s 1,100-mile coast-

line. Through the MLPA Initiative, the State of California and many stakeholders worked

together in new and innovative ways to create the nation’s first statewide network of

MPAs. This collaborative effort enabled one of the most ambitious and successful nat-

ural resource management initiatives ever undertaken. 

Over the course of eight years, in hundreds of meetings, public workshops, and hearings

held up and down the state, conservationists, Native American tribes, government officials,

recreational and commercial fishermen, boaters, surfers, birdwatchers, and beachgoers

worked under guidance developed by leading marine scientists to design a network of

MPAs intended to safeguard the array of habitats that California’s ocean life depends on;

provide a means for fish, larvae, and other creatures to move from one protected area to

another; and, ultimately, to restore California’s ocean bounty. History was made on June

6, 2012 when the California Fish and Game Commission unanimously approved the plan

for the final regional MPA network. California had completed the nation’s first statewide

network of MPAs. 

AN EN D U R I N G CO N S E RVAT I O N OU TC O M E

This California system of ocean parks now stretches from Oregon to the Mexico border,

encompasses 124 protected areas, and covers a total of 850 square miles—approximately

16.5 percent of state waters. Its creation is a testament to the promise and power of both

committed political leadership and collaborative public process. Through focused

support from the Schwarzenegger Administration through the Brown Administration, and

championing by three Secretaries of Natural Resources—Mike Chrisman, Lester Snow,

and John Laird—an unprecedented public-private partnership between the state and the

philanthropic foundations was made possible. Cutting-edge work by marine scientists

produced a set of science guidelines for designing MPAs. The commitment of staff of the

Department of Fish and Wildlife (previously the Department of Fish and Game) and the
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Fish and Game Commission, together with engagement by conservation groups, fisher-

men, tribes, and citizens throughout the state not only resulted in a successful outcome,

but now serves as a model for other states and nations as they work to create MPA net-

works as part of the global effort to restore the health of our threatened oceans.

MO D E R N I Z I N G OC E A N GOV E R N A N C E

Implementing the MLPA also served as a catalyst for

modernizing the state’s ocean governance, including

creation of the California Ocean Protection Council. As the

MLPA Initiative got underway, California’s coastal and

ocean governance structure was overdue for reform. A

complicated array of state and federal laws had fragmented

marine resource management responsibilities among

numerous public agencies. This lack of coordination led

to gaps in scientific information, conflicts between over-

lapping programs, and competing policies. The 2004

California Ocean Protection Act was enacted to address

those shortcomings, as well as to implement the recom-

mendations of two prominent national ocean commission reports—the Pew Oceans

Commission report and the U.S. Ocean Commission report—both of which recognized

that fragmented authority spread across multiple agencies was partly to blame for the

declining health of the ocean, and articulated a need for mechanisms to ensure more

coordinated ocean governance. 

RLFF played a pivotal role in developing the content of the new law and in building the

constituency that led to its passage. The act established the multi-agency Ocean

Protection Council (OPC) to coordinate state policy to reflect ecosystem-based management

approaches. The OPC now helps to coordinate activities of ocean-related state agencies,

establish policies to assist with collection and sharing of scientific data, including new

efforts to address climate change and sea level rise, identifies and recommends changes

in policies and law, and provides public funding for key priorities. The act also established

a Science Advisory Team supported by the independent nonprofit California Ocean Science

Trust to act as the science advisor to the OPC.

FU N D I N G RE S O U RC E PROT E C T I O N

In addition to fractured governance, investments in the state's environmental infrastruc-

ture had not kept pace with California’s burgeoning population. Recognizing this shortfall

and anticipating the need for resources to monitor and implement the emerging MPA

network, Resources Law Group (RLG) led a campaign in 2006 that succeeded in winning

overwhelming voter approval of Proposition 84, a $5.4 billion natural resources bond

measure, of which $540 million was allocated to the protection of state beaches, bays, and

state ocean waters. 
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White-Lined Nudibranch—North Central Coast



CALIFORNIA’S OCEAN HEALTH reached a critical point in the late 1990s after 50

years of growing fishing pressure and habitat loss had caused a serious decline in marine

ecosystems. Commercial groundfisheries were failing. Salmon and steelhead runs had

been listed as threatened or endangered under state and federal law. The commercial

abalone fishery was closed statewide in 1997. By 2008, statewide revenue from commer-

cial fishing had dropped by more than 50 percent from 1990 levels. 

As state ocean health declined, scientific research continued to emerge from around the

globe proving the benefits of marine protected areas (MPAs) as an effective management

tool for protecting and restoring ocean ecosystems. 

MPAs have been scientifically demonstrated to harbor more and bigger fish, more

resilient habitat, and greater biodiversity compared to unprotected areas. California has

long embraced the concept—a small no-take reserve was established at Hopkins Marine

Station in Pacific Grove in 1931. However, the state’s early efforts to establish MPAs had

significant shortcomings: the areas were typically very small and in many cases regula-

tions were lax. The result was a jumble of tiny marine life refuges and ecological reserves

scattered up and down the coast that lacked consistent management and enforcement.

Nor were these MPAs designed to ensure ecological connectivity needed to protect

ecosystems and enable safe movement of species.

The 1999 Marine Life Protection Act represented a sea change in California’s management

of marine resources. In adherence with modern scientific principles, rather than concen-

trating on a single species or even groups of species, the law required a focus on managing

whole ecosystems: habitats and biological communities together. Implementing the

visionary new law proved challenging, however. The first two attempts at conducting a

statewide MPA planning process foundered. A budget crisis in 2003 brought implemen-

tation activities to a standstill.

PU B L I C-PR I VAT E CO L L A B O R AT I O N

An innovative public-private collaboration set the MLPA back on course in 2004. With

support and leadership from philanthropic foundations and state government, the Marine

Life Protection Act Initiative was established in a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)

between the California Natural Resources Agency, the California Department of Fish and

Wildlife (DFW), and Resources Legacy Fund Foundation (RLFF). Under the MOU, roles and
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responsibilities of various parties were clearly defined. The Natural Resources Agency kept

the state focused on meeting the goals of the MLPA and of the Initiative, working closely with

Native American tribes and tribal communities, providing core public resources even under

strained state budget conditions, appointing members of scientific and policy advisory

bodies, and ensuring that the MPAs moved smoothly through the state regulatory process. 

DFW provided core planning staff to support the mapping and evaluation of alternative

MPA networks, and provided input to stakeholders and decision makers on important

issues such as the management and enforceability implications of proposed MPA bound-

aries. DFW also worked closely with the Fish and Game Commission to ensure that

Commissioners were well-informed at all decision points. Central to the MOU was the fact

that, as required by law, all decision-making authority remained with the Fish and Game

Commission. The Commission also retained oversight of the formal public environmental

and regulatory review process. 

The OPC provided public funding to ensure that critical scientific information ranging from

seafloor maps to coastal geographic data was made available to scientists and stakeholders

working to design the MPAs. The OPC also supported collection of regional baseline data

to describe the condition of each MPA network at the time of its designation, a critical

undertaking to support adaptive management into the future.

The supporting foundations’ ultimate objectives were to see the MLPA implemented in a

timely manner, based on the best available science and active public engagement, and to

ensure vibrant ocean ecosystems and fishing communities for generations to come.

RLFF’s role was to help ensure that the MOU contained a focused timeline and mile-

stones for completing the MPA network, region by region, to secure accountability and

tangible outcomes. Thanks to investment by the supporting foundations, RLFF was able

to offer support for public meeting costs and related expenses for the more than 180

stakeholders and scientists who volunteered their time to serve on panels that advised the

state on the design of regional MPA networks. RLFF provided support for core MLPA

Initiative staff who worked together with state agencies, including marine planners, com-

munications consultants, professional facilitators, and GIS and other technical experts.

RLFF also provided grants and contracts to help develop cutting-edge ocean mapping and

visualization tools that were critical to the public process, and provided support to stake-

holders ranging from conservation organizations to fishing groups to tribes and counties

to ensure they could invest their time and expertise in the planning process. 

IN N OVAT I V E IN I T I AT I V E DE S I G N

The MLPA Initiative emphasized collaboration, transparency, stakeholder engagement,

and science-based decision-making. Under a structure outlined in the MOU, three major

advisory groups were formed to develop designs and implement planning: a Blue Ribbon

Task Force of distinguished citizens to guide the process, a Science Advisory Team to
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develop scientific guidelines and evaluate alternative MPA proposals, and Regional Stake -

holder Groups to draft MPA design proposals. Critically, the Initiative also assembled a

core team of professionals to staff the effort. 

Knowledgeable stakeholders who had direct interest in

ocean resources were the heart and soul of the MPA design

process. Stakeholders developed alternative MPA network

proposals for four study regions: North Coast, North

Central Coast, Central Coast, and South Coast. MPA

designs were informed by science guidance and evalua-

tions and by detailed input on feasibility and enforceabil-

ity provided by DFW. The Blue Ribbon Task Force

reviewed the proposals, convened dozens of hearings to

solicit public input, and made design recommendations

to the Fish and Game Commission, which had ultimate

responsibility for approval of regional MPA networks. 

AD A P T I N G TO RE G I O N A L CO N D I T I O N S

Rather than attempting to design and establish the statewide network at once, the MLPA

Initiative assembled the network in regional segments. This approach offered several

advantages. The planning process could be piloted in one region then improved in subsequent

regions. It also allowed for design proposals to be adapted to unique regional conditions.

Regional Stakeholder Groups did not have to reach consensus on a single proposal, but were

free to develop and submit alternative proposals. These factors helped minimize stalemates.

The Initiative insisted on transparency and access to information. Documents were made

available for public review, and public participation at MPA design workshops was actively

encouraged. Public meetings were webcast and archived. Important process components

included establishing and sticking to deadlines which drove action by stakeholders and

the Blue Ribbon Task Force to help ensure that planning was completed within timelines

and budget constraints.

The MLPA Initiative forged an effective collaborative process by promoting and enabling

inclusion and providing multiple entry points for interested citizens to engage in the

process. In total, volunteers contributed some 38,000 hours to the Blue Ribbon Task

Force, Science Advisory Team, and Regional Stakeholder Groups.

SC I E N C E A N D IN N OVAT I O N

Science played an instrumental role in the MLPA Initiative. Synthesizing decades of peer

reviewed scientific studies from around the globe, the Science Advisory Team developed

MPA design guidelines that were simple for stakeholders to apply. The purpose of the

guidelines was to ensure that the size and spacing of the MPAs in the network were
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sufficient to promote recovery of key species and habi-

tats. RLFF investments supported the development of a

suite of innovative tools to aid in creating and assessing

MPA designs. Marine Map was one such innovation.

Developed by a team of scientists from the University

of California, Santa Barbara with help from The Nature

Conser vancy and Ecotrust, this web-based tool allowed

stakeholders to draw proposed MPAs and receive

immediate feedback on the protections and impacts

afforded by the proposal. 

CA PAC I T Y A N D COA L I T I O N S

Efforts to sustain and expand participation in the MLPA

Initiative included grantmaking to build capacity among

regional stakeholder groups. With support from RLFF,

conservation and fishing organizations and tribes

formed coalitions to leverage expertise, share strate-

gies, and coordinate activities. One such coalition,

dubbed “the Garibaldi Group,” was formed in Southern

California; it included representatives from several Water

Keeper programs, Natural Resources Defense Council,

Ocean Conservancy, WiLDCOAST, and Heal the Bay.

The Garibaldi Group became one of the most effective

coalitions in the statewide MPA process, helping to

attract media coverage, generate broad-based public interest, turn out hundreds of

people at public meetings, and mobilize support from local and state elected officials. 

RLFF also made grants to fishing groups in the South Coast, helping recreational and

commercial fishermen to form the Fishermen’s Information Committee/Fishermen’s

Information Network to provide knowledge of habitats and diverse fisheries in the local

region and help guide MPA design proposals. Native American tribes were provided

grants to support such activities as participation in the planning process, development of

plans for marine resource management programs, data gathering to document traditional

use, and implementation of education and outreach programs. Grantee coalitions in each

coastal region, from Smith River to San Diego, worked in similar ways, and through their

efforts, achieved remarkable results. Regional stakeholders and grantees have been

encouraged to continue their engagement by participating in local stewardship activities

within the newly designated MPA network.

EM B R AC I N G OP P O S I T I O N

The MLPA planning process was not without controversy. Opponents’ efforts to impede

the planning process included lobbying government officials, filing lawsuits, staging public
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S N A P S H O T :  
P R O G R A M  A C C O M P L I S H M E N T S

— Protected 850 square miles, or 16.5%, of California’s   
ocean, including:
21.8% of all kelp forests
22.5% of all rocky reefs
14.2% of all eelgrass beds
16.5% of all estuaries

— Invested $19.5 million in philanthropic funds to
support public process

— Leveraged $78 million in state and federal funds for:
Seafloor mapping
Baseline monitoring 
Agency staff support
Monitoring Enterprise

— Supported 200 organizations

Grants were 

made to a wide 

range of groups to

help guide MPA

design proposals.
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[  P R O F I L E S  O F  I N N O V A T I O N  ]

THE MARINE LIFE PROTECTION ACT INITIATIVE

required stakeholders to access and use a complex set of
spatial data, such as the locations of a variety of specific
habitats and preferred fishing grounds. Stakeholders also
had to understand and apply basic scientific design
guidelines such as rules regarding the minimum size and
maximum distance between MPAs to ensure ecological
effectiveness. Decision makers, including the MLPA Blue
Ribbon Task Force and the California Fish and Game
Commission, were in turn charged with evaluating alterna-
tive networks of MPAs based on a number of complex sci-
entific and economic factors. Creation and application of
an innovative spatial decision support tool proved critical to
the success of these tasks.  

Designed by the Marine Science Institute at University
of California, Santa Barbara with help from Ecotrust and
The Nature Conservancy, MarineMap (www.marinemap.org)
is a web-based open-source platform. Users can easily and
intuitively access and manipulate large volumes of spatial
information in real time. MarineMap empowered both
public participation in the MLPA Initiative and informed
decision-making by simplifying complicated spatial concepts
and science-based MPA design guidelines. It quickly deliv-
ered critical information that allowed users to develop and
analyze MPA scenarios rapidly, and enabled decision makers
to compare alternative MPA proposals across a variety of
metrics.

Encouraged stakeholder engagement
Placing stakeholders at the center of the MPA design process
and providing them with this user-friendly tool encouraged
participation, facilitated sharing of ideas, fostered collabora-
tion among various stakeholders, and increased transparency
to the general public who were able to view MPA design
concepts as they were being developed. 

In the South Coast study region (Point Conception to
the California/Mexico border), for example, MarineMap
allowed stakeholders and the general public to generate over
20,000 prospective MPA designs, which ultimately led to
the establishment of 49 MPAs and three special closures
covering approximately 355 square miles of state waters.
MarineMap is also proving to be a useful planning tool in
other states and nations, from Oregon to the United
Kingdom. The U.S. Institute for Environmental Conflict
Resolution awarded its first “Innovation in Technology and
ECR” Award to the MarineMap Consortium.

MA R I N EMA P

MarineMap’s easy-to-use interface let 
stakeholders:
• Visualize social and ecological attributes of coastal areas

• Draw and assemble networks of prospective MPAs

• Specify regulations, goals, and objectives to apply to
each MPA 

• Generate reports that assess MPAs according to scien-
tific guidelines as well as social and economic impacts

• Share MPA boundaries and networks with other users

• Modify MPA concepts as the process advanced



protests, and conducting negative media campaigns. Some recreational and commercial

fishing groups fiercely opposed MPAs, fearing that restrictions placed on marine areas

would unduly limit fishing opportunities and impair livelihoods rather than sustain them

over the long term. These fears turned out to be unfounded: nearly 85 percent of

California’s coastal waters remain open to fishing. Several tribal communities initially

opposed MPAs as well, believing their cultural traditions related to harvesting and gath-

ering fish, kelp, and shellfish would be impacted. In the end, through a groundbreaking

collaborative effort between tribes and the state, traditional tribal fishing and gathering

practices were incorporated into MPA network design. 

To its credit, the MLPA Initiative embraced opposition rather than sidestepping it.

Representatives of fishing interests and tribal communities were invited to serve on

advisory groups. Initiative staff added meetings and devoted extra time and resources to

topics and regions where controversy or concerns about specific MPAs arose. Under

Secretary Laird’s leadership, the Natural Resources Agency worked diligently on behalf of

the state with North Coast tribes to create new provisions in state regulations to maintain

traditional tribal harvest in certain MPAs. The Blue Ribbon Task Force and Fish and Game

Commission worked with stakeholders and adjusted proposed MPA boundaries to mini-

mize potential impacts to fishermen while upholding the requirements of the law. 

FO R M U L A F O R SU C C E S S

The Initiative’s key tenets of collaboration, stakeholder engagement, transparency, and

science-based design proved to be a formula for success. On June 6, 2012 the Fish and

Game Commission unanimously approved the fourth and final regional plan on the North

Coast. The statewide network was complete. New tools, including those that made possible

high resolution mapping of the seafloor, as well as mapping of important fishing areas

and kelp beds, provided meaningful baseline information to inform future monitoring.

Community organizations activated during the MPA design phase have since refocused

their attention on advancing enduring stewardship. 

California’s achievement is especially significant when viewed in a global context. World -

wide adoption of MPAs has been a major goal of the international community since the

1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. A global target was set a decade later: 10 percent of

the world’s marine realm to be established as MPAs by 2012 (the deadline was later

extended to 2020). California became the first state in the U.S. and among a handful of

nations to meet the original deadline. By comparison, only 1.6 percent of the global ocean

has been protected.

The MLPA Initiative accomplished more than providing all Californians with a sound plan

for protecting and restoring their coast and ocean for generations to come. It led to the

creation of important new tools for designing MPAs and established a legacy of collabo-

ration, stakeholder engagement, and science-based decision-making.
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THE WILD AND BEAUTIFUL North Coast is distinguished
from other parts of the California coast by heavy rainfall,
jagged points, forested headlands, and broad rivers that
empty into the sea. Biologically diverse coastal ecosystems
have supported Native American tribes and tribal commu-
nities for thousands of years. Commercial fishing dates back
to the 1850s. Sparsely populated, North Coast towns and
cities are few and far between. Only a handful of highways
connect the region to the major urban areas to the south,
and there is a not uncommon attitude among many resi-
dents that more than distance separates them from the rest
of the state. 

When the MPA planning process began on the North
Coast, it was met with suspicion and opposition. It took an
innovative approach and strong leadership from the Brown
Administration and Natural Resources Secretary John Laird
to change that. North Coast tribes and tribal communities
believed that MPAs would outlaw traditional gathering and
fishing practices. Recreational and commercial anglers,
joined by seafood industry workers, feared that fishing
opportunities and incomes would be adversely affected.
Protests and direct actions resulted. A protest held at the
June 2010 MLPA Blue Ribbon Task Force meeting in Fort
Bragg involved 300 people, including members of the
Yurok, Tolowa, Cahto, Kashia Pomo, Karuk, Hoopa Valley,
and Maidu tribes.

Stakeholders Prove Essential
True to its practice of embracing opposition, the MLPA
Initiative enlisted knowledgeable stakeholders to shape
MPA proposals for the 1,027-square mile study region
stretching from the California/Oregon state line south to
Alder Creek near Point Arena in Mendocino County. Over
the course of three years, numerous workshops and more
than 75 days of meetings were held. Public comments were
invited and received throughout the process. Special effort
was made by Secretary Laird and a committed team of state
attorneys to work with North Coast tribes and tribal com-
munities to ensure that traditional tribal harvest could
legally continue in many MPAs. 

The strategy of inclusion succeeded, and in a bold
move, stakeholders determined to speak with one voice and
develop a unified plan, rather than a series of alternative
design proposals that would be considered, adjusted, and
combined by the Blue Ribbon Task Force as was the case in

other MPA study areas. Achieving the goal of unity did not
come quickly or easily. The meetings were many, the
debates spirited, and the negotiations tough. 

History is Made
In the end, collaboration prevailed, and on June 6, 2012 the
Fish and Game Commission, with broad community sup-
port, unanimously approved the North Coast unified plan.
It included 19 MPAs, a recreational management area, and
seven special closures covering approximately 137 square
miles or about 13 percent of the region’s coastal waters.
Importantly, the regulations included no-take marine
reserves as well as a provision for federally recognized tribal
members to continue harvesting and gathering fish, kelp,
and shellfish as they have for countless generations in other
types of MPAs. 

The North Coast unified plan’s approval was historic
for other reasons as well. Its completion served as the final
link in the statewide network of MPAs. With it, a chain of
marine areas along the California coast from the Oregon
border to Mexico was placed under protection.

TH E NO RT H COA S T:  
A UN I F I E D PL A N

[  P R O F I L E S  O F  I N N O V A T I O N  ]
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C A L I F O R N I A ’ S  M A R I N E  P R O T E C T E D  A R E A  N E T W O R K

N O R T H  C O A S T

N O R T H  C E N T R A L  C O A S T

C E N T R A L  C O A S T

S O U T H  C O A S T



N O R T H  C O A S T

PYRAMID POINT SMCA Located just south of the Oregon border, the beach, rocky shore,

reefs, and offshore rocks provide feeding grounds for Aleutian geese, storm petrels, whales,

seals, sea lions, and myriad fish. The abundant marine life draws birders and tidepoolers.

SOUTH CAPE MENDOCINO SMR The westernmost point in California and the gateway

to the famously beautiful and isolated Lost Coast protects vital breeding areas for the endan-

gered Steller sea lion. Popular with wildlife enthusiasts, it is also a world-class windsurfing

destination.

N O R T H  C E N T R A L  C O A S T

FARALLON ISLANDS SMR AND SMCA Just 28 miles off the coast of San Francisco,

these rugged islands support the largest concentration of breeding seabirds in the lower 48

states. White sharks, humpback and gray whales, and northern fur seals swim the frigid

waters with yelloweye and canary rockfish. 

MONTARA SMR A hotspot of intertidal biodiversity, low tide exposes rich and varied tide

pools brimming with mussels, barnacles, nudibranchs, sea stars, and crabs that attract

visitors from around the world. Shale reefs provide homes for hundreds of species of

marine life, including six native species found nowhere else. 

C E N T R A L  C O A S T

ELKHORN SLOUGH SMR One of the largest estuaries in California provides essential

habitat for over 700 species, including marine mammals, birds, fish, invertebrates, algae,

and plants. Meandering tidal creeks and channels are flanked by broad mudflats and salt

marshes in a watershed setting of rolling hills supporting a mosaic of land uses and exten-

sive trails for public access.

SOQUEL CANYON SMCA This side-branch of the Monterey Submarine Canyon offers

ideal habitat for rockfishes, deepwater corals, and sponges as well as vital feeding grounds

for whales and seabirds. It is a prime destination for whale watchers. 

PIEDRAS BLANCAS SMR This biologically rich coastal area near Hearst Castle attracts mil-

lions of visitors each year to see the breeding elephant seals, harbor seals, northern fur

seals, and sea otters.

S O U T H  C O A S T

NAPLES REEF SMCA Located off Santa Barbara, this underwater pinnacle and cave

system with anemone-covered walls and a spectacular kelp forest bursts with wildlife and

draws scuba divers and explorers. Kelp bass and rockfish share the reef with colorful nudi-

branchs, red gorgonians, crabs, and lobsters.

LAGUNA SMR/SMCA Surfers at Doheny State Beach share waves with dolphins and sea

lions, and divers and snorkelers often see garibaldi and kelp bass. Great blue herons and

snowy egrets forage for seafood and nest in the area’s wetlands, and blue whales feed off

Dana Point.

A  C A L I F O R N I A  M P A  S A M P L E R

SMR = State Marine Reserve  |  SMCA = State Marine Conservation Area
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE MARINE LIFE PROTECTION ACT was the first phase

of a long-term investment strategy created by RLFF to sustain California’s ocean. The

strategy will pay lasting dividends in the form of environmental, economic, and community

benefits. In the years to come, RLFF and the foundations that support it are committed to

both safeguarding the gains achieved under the MLPA Initiative and using this major

success as a springboard for more comprehensive ocean management throughout

California waters and beyond.

PRO M OT I N G CO L L A B O R AT I V E ST EWA R D S H I P

Collaborative stewardship of regional MPAs is a core element of the strategy to secure

enduring protection. Local aquaria around the state now feature MLPA interpretive

exhibits. County sheriffs, city lifeguards, and state park rangers are joining DFW wardens

in policing the MPAs. Community organizations such as Monterey Coastkeeper and Heal

the Bay have organized volunteer-based monitoring efforts to track and record human

activities in and around the newly designated MPAs. This data in turn can be used by scien-

tists to track the biological response of MPAs and by DFW to help prioritize where to send

wardens to look for MPA violations.

A nascent movement is underway to create collaborative regional organizations to support

management of local MPAs. For example, the Orange County Marine Protected Area

Council (OCMPAC) is a joint effort of city and county officials, institutional representatives,

environmental consultants, academic faculty, and nonprofit organizations. OCMPAC can

be a model for local implementation of marine conservation. Its accomplishments include

signage, enforcement trainings, teacher workshops, research management, and education

programs.

FAC I N G FU T U R E CH A L L E N G E S

The ability of marine protected areas to foster ocean health can be compromised by activities

outside their boundaries such as fishing, pollution, shipping, climate change, and ocean

acidification. Management of fisheries and ocean water quality requires improved agency

coordination if MPAs are to meet their promise. With the completion of the statewide MPA

network, the State Water Resources Control Board has begun developing a policy regarding

MPAs, different types of water quality management areas, and other water quality policies.

This effort and others like it present California with an opportunity to strengthen the

protections in MPAs by addressing the full range of impacts to ocean health.

Sustaining California’s Ocean

RLFF’s strategy 

to secure MLPA 

accomplishments

includes advancing

monitoring, 

stewardship, and

strengthening ocean

governance and 

public funding.
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While vulnerable to external stressors, MPAs also have the ability to help provide solutions

to a wide range of ocean management problems. For example, while climate change poses

significant challenges to the function of MPAs, protected areas can also serve as buffers

against climate change impacts by enhancing ecosystem health and resilience, and as

important baseline areas against which changes in the environment can be tracked. 

DU R A B L E PU B L I C FU N D I N G NE E D E D

To ensure the MPA network reaches its full potential for restoring the health of California’s

ocean, more effective management overall and coordination among the various state and

federal agencies which have authority over activities outside of MPAs is needed. So is coor-

dination with Canada, Washington, Oregon, and Mexico, as the state’s network is located

within the California Current, the powerful and life-sustaining ocean current that sweeps south

along the West Coast, beginning off British Columbia and ending off southern Baja California.

Reliable public funding streams are required to implement the statewide MPA network over

the long term, and strengthened ocean governance is essential to improve fishery manage-

ment and coastal water quality, and ensure integrated, ecosystem-based management of

California’s ocean resources. Advancing monitoring and stewardship, and strengthening

ocean governance and public funding for ocean programs will be the focus of RLFF’s work

to secure the MLPA Initiative’s accomplishments over the next several years. 

Reliable public 

funding streams 

are required to 

implement the

statewide MPA 

network over the

long term.
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[  P R O F I L E S  O F  I N N O V A T I O N  ]

CALIFORNIANS ARE EMPLOYING a collaborative approach
to tracking the ocean’s health as part of the MPA program.
Conducting biological and ecological research is vital to deter-
mining the effectiveness of MPAs. The California Ocean
Science Trust, a nonprofit organization that serves as science
advisor to the Ocean Protection Council, has launched the
MPA Monitoring Enterprise, an innovative program to lead
the development and implementation of impartial, scientif-
ically rigorous, and cost-effective monitoring. 

The MPA Monitoring Enterprise works at the bound-
ary between science and natural resource management to
develop a realistic way to evaluate the performance of the
statewide MPA network. It is pioneering scientific and
practical assessments of the changing condition of ocean
ecosystems and the performance of MPAs. While there are
many things scientists could measure about MPAs, the
MPA Monitoring Enterprise approach to monitoring is
focused on providing only the data that is most useful to
managers and decision makers.

Measuring Ecological Changes
Like the MPA network itself, monitoring plans have been
developed region by region and have involved stakeholders,
including fishermen, conservationists, divers, scientists, and
agency staff. These monitoring plans establish a framework
for both collecting baseline information and conducting
long-term monitoring in each region. Baseline programs
provide a summary description, assessment, and under-
standing of ecological and socioeconomic conditions inside
and outside the MPAs at the time they are designated. They

also measure initial ecological changes and the short-run
net benefits or costs to user groups following MPA estab-
lishment. Long-term monitoring assesses the MPA network’s
performance in meeting MLPA goals over time and informs
future adaptive management decisions. 

A novel feature of the Monitoring Enterprise is an online
community that brings people together who care about
California’s ocean. Called OceanSpaces, this interactive
website (www.oceanspaces.org) allows users to learn about
marine life and how ocean resources are used and managed.
For example, OceanSpaces is being used as a vehicle for
aggregating monitoring information collected by citizen
science programs, such as Reef Check and MPA Watch,
both created with RLFF support, and sharing that informa-
tion with management agencies and research institutions.

MPA MO N I TO R I N G EN T E R P R I S E
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…Meanwhile the image of the pristine beauty
Lives in the very grain of the granite,
Safe as the endless ocean that climbs our cliff.—As for us:
We must uncenter our minds from ourselves;
We must unhumanize our views a little, and become confident
As the rock and ocean that we were made from. 

—RO B I N S O N JE F F E R S

THE PACIFIC OCEAN’S ABILITY TO INSPIRE has no bounds. Poetry, art, and song

can be found in all of its manifestations. A sky turned red then violet as the sun sets. A

line of brown pelicans undulating just above the spume of surf. The washboard sound of

wavelets scrubbing a pebbly shore. Children discovering the magic of a tide pool. Feather

stars dancing across the seafloor. The laughter of a family playing on a sunny beach.

The power of the ocean’s inspiration can be a force for change like the tides and tectonics

that shape the coastline. Witness Californians’ commitment to protect their cherished

coastal ecosystems when threats to ocean health grew dire. Through the MLPA Initiative,

they joined together and persevered to accomplish what never had been done before: the

creation of a statewide network of MPAs. In the process, Californians achieved much more:

significant advancements in coastal planning, policy, and management; new tools and

technologies for mapping, information gathering, and data analysis; new opportunities

for scientific research; and enhanced capacity for the organizations working on the coast’s

and ocean’s behalf.

This work is not done. Securing the promise of California’s new MPA network will require

a sustained commitment to enforcement, monitoring, and stewardship. It will require

coordinated action to address a wide range of impacts from fisheries to climate change

that have the potential to undermine MPA effectiveness. It will also, perhaps most diffi-

cultly, require significant institutional changes to improve ocean governance and secure

reliable funding for public resource protection in the state. 

Much was accomplished through the MLPA Initiative to enhance California’s ocean legacy.

While protecting marine and coastal ecosystems remains a work in progress, the program

and its emphasis on the collaborative process and science-driven decision-making provides

Californians, as well as other states and nations, with a path forward.

An Enduring Legacy

The MLPA Initiative

provides a clear path

forward to protecting

ocean health.
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