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1
 The California Ocean Communicators Alliance (OCA) is a group of more than 300 professionals in ocean-related organizations, agencies and 

businesses who, in the course of their work, reach millions of Californians with ocean messages.  The National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration (NOAA) Office of National Marine Sanctuaries, the California Natural Resources Agency, and aquarium partners organize and support 

the OCA.  OCA members collaborate on common ocean messages and promote the Thank You Ocean public awareness campaign.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Purpose of the Ocean Communicators Alliance Marine 
Protected Area (MPA) Docent Training Handbook 

 
Docents and naturalists play a critical role in helping to increase stewardship and educate the 
public on the importance oŦ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƻŎŜŀƴ, and we hope this handbook will be a 
useful resource.    
 
The Central Coast Marine Protected Area Docent Training Handbook is intended to be a 
resource for docents and naturalists who communicate about marine protected areas (MPAs).  
Through this handbook, docents and naturalists will learn about MPAs and will be better 
equipped to communicate about them, along the central coast in particular.   
 
This handbook aims to include the most pertinent information about MPAs, with an emphasis 
on central coast MPAs. It includes links to additional information and can act as a stand-alone 
document or a chŀǇǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ existing docent training handbook.  As new 
information and resources are developed, this handbook may be updated.   

 
The Central Coast Marine Protected Area (MPA) Docent Training Handbook  

will introduce you to: 
 

Federal and State Marine Protected Areas 
/ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ Network of Marine Protected Areas 

Central Coast Marine Protected Areas 
Ocean Etiquette and Guidelines for Viewing Wildlife 

How to Get More Involved in Your Local Marine Protected Areas 
Links to Additional Resources 

 
Please contact Miho Umezawa at miho@thankyouocean.org if you would like more information 

or have any questions.  Thank you. 
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What are Marine Protected Areas?  
 
Marine protected areas (MPAs) are places designated to help protect 
and restore marine life and habitats in the ocean.  MPAs are among 
the most useful tools for helping protect the ocean, complementing 
other conservation efforts by providing a place for marine life to 
recover and thrive.  Around the globe, from Hawaii to Australia, in the 
Pacific and the Indian Ocean, and elsewhere, thousands of MPAs 
representing 1.8 percent of the ocean protect marine life from the 
pressures of human activities (MPAtlas, 2014).  MPAs are similar to 
national parks and forests on land in that they were created to 
protect and restore ocean habitats and increase the health, 
productivity, and resilience of ocean ecosystems.  In general, MPAs 
are making a positive impact to the wildlife and the environment in 
California and provide natural classrooms, cherished recreational 
spots, and opportunities for exploration.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Why are MPAs Important?  
 
By protecting ocean ecosystems, 
MPAs can be powerful tools for 
conserving and restoring ocean 
biodiversity.  These special ocean 
areas also protect cultural and 
geological resources and can help 
sustain local economies. 
 
In conjunction with other marine 
resource management, MPAs 
contribute to healthier, more resilient 
ocean ecosystems that can better 
withstand a wide range of impacts. 
 
Documented benefits of marine 
protected areas across the globe 
include: 
 

¶ Higher abundance and larger 
size of fish, invertebrates, 
and plants 

¶ Increased biodiversity 

¶ Greater biomass of targeted 
(fished) species 

¶ Increased body size of 
animals  

 
Source: Partnership for 
Interdisciplinary Studies of Coastal 
Oceans (PISCO) 

Diagram of potential benefits to marine life and habitat inside and out a 

marine protected area.   
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Federal Marine Protected Areas 
 
Over the past century, more than 1,700 MPAs have been created in U.S. waters by a mix of federal, state, and 
local legislation, voter initiatives, and regulations, for fishery management, conservation, and cultural heritage 
purposes.  There are numerous federal agencies that manage MPAs and can include national parks, estuarine 
research reserves, marine sanctuaries, wildlife refuges, and fishery reserves.  For example, there are 14 National 
Marine Sanctuaries that encompass more than 170,000 square miles of marine and Great Lakes waters from 
Washington State to the Florida Keys, and from Lake Huron to American Samoa.  The system includes 13 
ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ǎŀƴŎǘǳŀǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƘņƴŀǳƳƻƪǳņƪŜŀ aŀǊƛƴŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Monument, located near the 
Northwestern Hawaiian Islands.  The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Office of 
National Marine Sanctuaries works cooperatively with the public and federal, state, local officials, and tribal 
governments to promote conservation while allowing compatible commercial and recreational activities. 
 
In California, there are both federal and state MPAs.  Within California waters, there are four national marine 
sanctuaries which include the Channel Islands, Cordell Bank, Gulf of the Farallones, and Monterey Bay National 
Marine Sanctuaries.  They encompass beautiful rocky reefs, lush kelp forests, whale migration corridors, 
spectacular deep-sea canyons, and underwater archaeological sites.  These federal MPAs share boundaries with 
several state MPAs and have different regulations.   
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NOAA Office of National Marine Sanctuaries 

http://channelislands.noaa.gov/
http://cordellbank.noaa.gov/
http://farallones.noaa.gov/
http://montereybay.noaa.gov/
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California Marine Protected Areas2 
 
The waters off the coast of California are some of the most biologically rich in the world, but the ocean is 
showing significant signs of overuse and declining health due to habitat destruction, climate change, and 
depleted fisheries.   As one approach to combat this issue, the Marine Life Protection Act (MLPA) was signed 
into law in 1999, and directed the State to redesign existing California MPAs to increase their coherence and 
effectiveness, and to the extent possible, function together as a network.  Through this process, 124 marine 
protected areas were created, covering approximately 16 percent of all coastal state waters.   
 
To account for regional differences, the State created five distinct MPA regions along 1,100 mile coastline from 
south to north.  The five regions include the south coast (Point Conception to the California/Mexico border), 
central coast (Pigeon Point to Point Conception), San Francisco Bay3 (Golden Gate Bridge northeast to the 
Carquinez Bridge), north-central coast (Alder Creek near Point Arena to Pigeon Point), and north coast 
(California/Oregon border to Alder Creek near Point Arena).   
 
/ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ ƴŜǿ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ MPAs, completed in 2012, was designed through a collaborative public process.  In 
each of the regions, a group of local, knowledgeable stakeholders worked together using science guidelines to 
map out protected areas for each region.  .  These stakeholders included commercial and recreational anglers, 
tribal and government representatives, educators/researchers, and conservationists.  Once the MPA proposals 
were completed, they underwent scientific and policy review.  Final proposals were forwarded to the California 
Fish and Game Commission (Commission) for consideration and public feedback, and eventually adoption and 
implementation.  The Commission sets the regulations that the California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
(CDFW) enforces and implements.     
 

 

 
 

 
                                                           
2
This information and more detail are found on the California Department of Fish and Wildlife website: 

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/marine/mpa/faqs.asp  
3
 The San Francisco region is not complete and being developed for consideration at a future date  

Dale Kobetich 

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/marine/mpa/faqs.asp
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Map of Statewide Network of Marine Protected Areas 
 

 
 
 

 

There are three main types of MPAs in California 
In general, 
 

1. State marine reserves do not allow any type of extractive or damaging activity (take) with 
the exception of scientific collecting under a permit.   

2. State marine parks do not allow commercial take, but some types of recreational take may 
be allowed.  

3. State marine conservation areas where take, damage, injury, or possession of any marine 
resource (living, geological, or cultural) is prohibited except for species expressly allowed for 
recreational and/or commercial take (species and gear exceptions vary by location). 

 

California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
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There are many ways to enjoy /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ at!ǎ - You can swim, dive, surf, kayak, watch birds and mammals, 
simply relax in nature, and explore marine life.  While enjoying your MPAs, it is important that you understand 
the established regulations and follow them.  
 
In the south coast region, there are no-take SMCAs where take, damage, injury, or possession of any marine 
resources (living, geological, or cultural) is prohibited except for take incidental to specified activities permitted 
by other agencies (for example, infrastructure maintenance and sand re-nourishment). 
 
In addition, there are State Marine Recreational Management Areas (SMRMAs) which restrict the take of living 
marine resources, but allow for some recreational hunting opportunities; and Special Closures where there is 
localized protection for sea bird nesting and rookery sites, and marine mammal haul-out sites.  These may 
overlap with other marine protected areas.  
 

Managing Marine Protected Areas  
 
There have been numerous activities and projects established to ensure that MPAs are successfully 
implemented and managed.  In doing so, there are three critical components:  
 

Monitoring 
 
CDFW, with the help of numerous partners, is tasked with managing CaliforniaΩǎ network of 124 MPAs.  CDFW is 
utilizing an adaptive management strategy whereby future management plans are informed by scientific 
monitoring.  Monitoring provides essential information to support MPA management decisions and inform 
other ocean policy.  MƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ǘǊŀŎƪǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ΨƘŜŀƭǘƘΩ ƻŦ ƻŎŜŀƴ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ and evaluates the 
effectiveness of management actions.  Through a collaborative partnership with CDFW, university and agency 
researchers, Tribal governments, citizen scientists and fishermen are conducting research to establish a baseline 
for the health of our coastal ocean and track changes over time.  Projects include mapping kelp canopy, counting 
fish and invertebrates using scuba and remotely operated vehicles (ROVs), and tracking fish landings and human 
use patterns.  This information will provide a benchmark against which to measure the long-term performance 
of /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ MPA network.  

 
Enforcement and Compliance 
 
Enforcement and compliance of MPA regulations can directly affect the success of MPAs.  The CDFW is the 
primary agency responsible for enforcing MPA regulations and in the central coast has large patrol vessels that 
can respond to violations in progress and conduct general patrols.  Partner agencies including California State 
Parks, the U.S. Coast Guard, and the NOAA also assist CDFW in enforcing resource-related activities or provide 
an additional enforcement presence, but they do not always have the necessary authority or training to take 
independent action.  In the central coast region, enforcement officers report a relatively high level of 
compliance, although violations may occur when the public is unaware of the MPA boundaries and regulations.  
In 2009, for example, CDFW wardens caught a poacher who had taken 60 black abalone from a central coast 
MPA (California Ocean Science Trust and California Department of Fish and Wildlife, 2013).  
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Education and Outreach  
 
Public education and outreach are vital to managing MPAs.   These activities help by informing the public about 
MPA regulations, and in general, what MPAs are and why they are iƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ 
CDFW is working with many organizations, including other agencies, tribes, non-profit organizations and for-
profit businesses to develop education and outreach resources.  In addition, MPA County Collaboratives, made 
up of local governments, fishing groups, tribes and conservationists, are also helping to install signs, coordinate 
volunteer programs, and promote awareness.  Please see page 15 for the list of additional resources.  

 
Central Coast Marine Protected Areas 
 
The central coast region of California, between Pigeon 
Point in the north and Point Conception in the south, 
was the first of the five regions to undergo the MPA 
site selection process.  In 2007, California established a 
network of 29 MPAs.  Today, 18 percent of state 
waters in this region are protected by MPAs, with 7.5 
percent being no-take state marine reserves.  Included 
are 13 marine reserves, 14 marine conservation areas, 
1 marine park, and 1 state marine recreational 
anagement area. 
 
The central coast regionΩǎ at! ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ includes some of the most beloved and key sections of our coast, 
including pristine kelp forests of Point Lobos, the winding waterways of Elkhorn Slough, the tide pools of 
Natural Bridges, the elephant seal rookery at Piedras Blancas, and the deep ocean habitats of Soquel Canyon.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Central California waters are home to 

26 species of marine mammals, 94 

species of seabirds, 345 species of fish, 

4 species of sea turtles, thousands of 

species of invertebrates and more than 

450 species of marine algae. 

Natural Bridges  
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Map of Central Coast Marine Protected Areas 
 
 

 
 
 

California Ocean Science Trust and  

California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
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What You Might Find in Central Coast Marine Protected Areas  
 

CŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ Ŏƻŀǎǘ waters host diverse habitats from rocky tide pools to the continental shelf and slope, to 
large submarine canyons that reach close to shore.  Upwelling of nutrient-rich water supports exceptionally 
diverse sea life.  Intertidal zones include sandy beaches, rocky shores, coastal marsh, and tidal flats.  Large and 
small estuaries where coastal streams meet the sea are a home and nurseries for fish, invertebrates, plants, 
birds, and mammals.  There are two different types of kelp forest: giant kelp in the south, and bull kelp in the 
north, which each support different communities of fish.  Due to various habitats and ecosystems, the central 
coast MPAs provide benefits to a wide range of species.   
 

Species Benefiting from Marine Protected Areas in the Central Coast 
 

 

Black Abalone (Haliotis cracherodii) 
Seven species of abalones are found in California.  Abalones 
attach with a large foot to rocky substrate, and primarily eat 
bull kelp.  They reach maturity at about 3 years old, or when 
they reach 1.5 inches in length.  Over the years, black abalone 
have experienced significant decline in abundance due to 
overfishing and disease (withering syndrome), but there has 
been increase in size inside MPAs, suggesting increased 
compliance within MPAs and/or effective MPA enforcement.  

 

Lingcod (Ophiodon elongatus) 
Lingcod are unique to the west coast of North America.  Their 
color ranges from dark brown or black to blue or green.  Their 
underbellies are lighter.  A lingcod's coloration makes this 
ambush predator well camouflaged in its rocky hideaway.  The 
female usually produces between 60,000 and 500,000 eggs.  
The gelatinous egg mass weighs up to 15 pounds and measures 
2.5 feet across.   Based on monitoring, lingcod shows a general 
increase both inside and outside MPAs from 2007 to 2011.  

  
Northern Elephant Seal (Mirounga angustirostris) 
The largest seal in the northern hemisphere is the enormous 
male northern elephant seal, known for its long drooping nose 
(proboscis).  Males can grow to 16 feet in length and weigh up 
to 5,000 pounds.  The females are much smaller at 9 to 12 feet 
in length and vary from 900 to 1,800 pounds.  Except for a short 
period of time when they breed and molt, the elephant seal 
lives up to 5,000 miles offshore and commonly descends to 
over 5,000 feet beƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŜŀƴΩǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΦ  You can view 
elephant seals from a distance at Ano Nuevo SMCA and Piedras 
Blancas SMR.  Elephant Seal pups may benefit from MPA take 
restrictions as they may feed within MPA waters.  
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Rockfish 
There are 65 species of rockfish off of the Pacific coast.  Many 
rockfish can live hundreds of years.  For example, rougheye 
rockfish are the longest known living fish on earth and can live 
over 200 years.  Based on the five year baseline monitoring 
program (2007-2012), seven of 10 species of rockfish studied at 
Año Nuevo, Point Lobos, Piedras Blancas, and Point Buchon 
were found to be larger in size inside the protected areas than 
outside. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Giant Kelp (Macrocystis pyrifera) 
Kelp forests grow along rocky coastlines in depths of about 6 
feet to more than 90 feet.  Instead of tree-like roots that extend 
into the substrate, kelp has "anchors" called holdfasts that grip 
onto rocky substrates.  A host of invertebrates, fish, marine 
mammals, and birds exist in kelp forest environments.  Giant 
kelp is an extremely important part of many central California 
MPAs. 

 

Owl Limpet (Lottia gigantean) 
Algae that grow on the rocks are a main food source for owl 
limpets.  A distinct behavioral characteristic of the owl limpet is 
that it is aggressively territorial and uses its shell to clean the 
space for the algae to flourish.  The mucus secreted stimulates 
growth of the microalgae.  Owl limpets increased in size 
between 2007 and 2011 with the greatest increases inside 
MPAs, suggesting protection from fishing pressure. 

 
Southern Sea Otter (Enhydra lutris) 
 
Although sea otters may or may not directly benefit from MPAs, 
they can often be viewed within them.  They are the smallest 
marine mammal with females weighing up to 60 pounds and 
males reaching up to 90 pounds.  Within the central coast, the 
sea otters prefer shallow waters and places with kelp to help 
anchor them while resting. They feed on nearshore shellfish 
including crabs, snails, sea urchins, sea stars, clams, and 
abalone. 

  
 

 

 


