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Kayakers exploring La Jolla Cove, near San Diego, California.

Q: WHAT IS 30X30?

A: Scientists are calling for the protection of at least 30 percent of the world’s oceans and 30 percent of all lands and inland
waters by 2030. This goal, known as 30-by-30 or 30x30, would safeguard our air and water quality, protect our food supply
and health, prevent mass wildlife extinctions, and protect treasured natural spaces for all to enjoy for generations to come.1
In the oceans, such protections are provided by marine protected areas (MPAs)—the ocean’s equivalent of a Grand Canyon
or Yellowstone National Park. MPAs are created with varying levels of protection. “Highly and fully protected” MPAs are the
most effective, providing safe havens for ocean life to recover and thrive without pressures from extractive activities like
industrial fishing and oil and gas drilling.2
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Q: WHAT IS CALIFORNIA DOING ON 30X30?

A: California is leading the United States with a statewide commitment to protect 30 percent of its lands and waters by
2030. In October 2020, Governor Gavin Newsom issued a “30x30 and Working Lands” executive order to combat the climate
and biodiversity crises.3 The administration is now laying the groundwork for how a strong, effective, and inclusive 30x30
initiative could be implemented.
Protecting 30 percent of California’s ocean will help restore the health of our marine ecosystems and make them more
resilient to a changing climate.4 It can also offer Californians a chance to create more equitable access to nature, bring
communities together to conserve our shared natural heritage, and provide for Tribal sovereignty and self-determination.

Q: CALIFORNIA IS ALREADY A LEADER IN MARINE PROTECTIONS. WHAT MORE IS NEEDED?

A: California’s 30x30 initiative can build on what’s already working to better protect the full array of our state’s valuable
marine ecosystems.
California became a global leader in ocean protection when, in 1999, it adopted the Marine Life Protection Act (MLPA)—the
first ocean protection law of its kind in the United States. The MLPA created a network of underwater refuges—or MPAs—that
stretches the length of the California coast, safeguarding 16 percent of California’s state waters and sheltering valuable species
and habitats.5
The 30x30 initiative provides an opportunity to evaluate and bolster these protections, given the scale of challenges facing
California’s coastal waters. Decades of extraction, pollution, and industrial use of the oceans have depleted marine ecosystems
worldwide, including California’s beloved coastal waters. Our ocean is busier than ever with shipping and fishing, and now
new industries—such as offshore wind and aquaculture—are entering this crowded seascape.
Additionally, when the MLPA network was designed, few envisioned the early and profound influence that climate change
would have on marine ecosystems. In fact, our ocean has been taking the brunt of climate change for decades, absorbing much
of the heat caused by global warming.6 Now, warmer and more acidic than ever before, ocean conditions are driving marine life
to search for cooler waters and helping to fuel harmful algal blooms.7 In fact, California is already feeling the effects of marine
heat waves, like “The Blob” in 2014, a huge expanse of warm water that caused massive seabird die-offs, declines in bait fish,
mortality of marine mammals, and harmful algae blooms that shut down California fisheries.8

Q: WHAT IS THE VALUE OF MPAS?

A: Highly and fully protected MPAs, which prohibit industrial activities such as oil drilling and certain types of fishing, are
places where at-risk sea life can recover without further stress from harmful activities.9 Creating spaces for life to rebound
allows species to thrive and preserves important ecosystem services.
These areas also serve as an insurance policy in the face of climate change. As conditions in the ocean continue to change,
MPAs safeguard diverse, healthy populations of plants and animals that can better adapt to changing ocean conditions.10
Since the creation of California’s network of MPAs, many fished species have become more abundant and larger in size in
protected areas.11 In some cases, these restored populations can even “spill over” and benefit fishermen working outside
the MPAs. For example, spiny lobster catch has increased by 225 percent near the Channel Islands MPAs since they were
established.12 This productivity has also increased recreational fishing, diving, and boating at the boundaries of MPAs in the
Channel Islands.13
Finally, California’s $26.5 billion ocean tourism economy—which makes significant contributions not only along the coast but
inland and nationally—also benefits from the visitors and tourists who frequent local businesses.14

Q: HOW DO MPAS SUPPORT EQUITABLE ACCESS TO THE OCEAN?

A: The sea is a public commons that belongs to all people. Californians know and embrace this. More than half of all
Californians visit the coast each year, and the vast majority of them enjoy the ocean through activities such as walking on the
beach, observing tide pools, bird-watching, scuba diving, surfing, or kayaking.15 But not all Californians have access to the
ocean, particularly people with lower income and communities of color. By making the ocean healthier and more resilient to
climate change, highly and fully protected MPAs preserve the opportunity for all communities to enjoy the ocean far into the
future. The 30x30 pledge also includes a commitment to connecting more people to nature. More and safer public access and
transit options can help us make sure that everyone—particularly undeserved communities that have lacked easy ways to get
to the ocean—has the opportunity to enjoy the ocean’s wonder and wildlife.

Q: THIRTY PERCENT SEEMS LIKE AN ARBITRARY NUMBER. IS THIS BASED IN SCIENCE?

A: There is strong agreement among scientists that society has not protected nearly enough natural habitat on land or in the
oceans to halt the rapid loss of biodiversity.16 Around a quarter of all known animal and plant species are threatened, and
about one million are facing extinction in the next decade.17
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Every 10 years, the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity reviews and sets a timeline with interim protection
targets to address the biodiversity crisis. In 2010 the Convention established a target to safeguard 17 percent of terrestrial and
freshwater habitats and 10 percent of coastal and marine areas by 2020.18 But marine and terrestrial scientists agree that this
is not enough, especially in the face of the rapidly escalating climate crisis and increasing biodiversity loss. As the Convention
finalizes its post 2020 targets, many scientists have rallied around the goal of protecting at least 30 percent of lands, inland
waters, and ocean by 2030.19
Timelines and targets are a standard element of successful policy. They help promote timeliness and accountability. For
example, the well accepted goals to limit warming to no more than 1.5 and 2.0 degrees Celsius have been critical yardsticks to
guide analyses and motivate action. Of course, targets alone are not adequate. We must also pay attention to the quality and
efficacy of the protections we establish.20

Q: WE HAVE FEDERAL AND STATE FISHERIES MANAGEMENT. DO WE NEED MARINE PROTECTED AREAS TOO?

A: Strong, science-based fisheries management is essential for ensuring the health and sustainability of the species we fish and
harvest. Fisheries policy, however, is not designed to protect other, non-harvested types of marine life, from the plankton at
the base of the food chain to the whales at the top.
California state fisheries managers focus on the approximately 130 fish species harvested in California, which represent less
than 1 percent of the thousands of known species in California’s coastal waters. MPAs can help manage and protect the other
99 percent.21

ENDNOTES
1	E. Dinerstein et al., “A Global Deal for Nature: Guiding Principles, Milestones, and Targets,” Science Advances 5, no. 4 (April 3, 2019), https://advances.sciencemag.
org/content/5/4/eaaw2869.
2	Enric Sala and Sylvaine Giakoumi, “No-Take Marine Reserves Are the Most Effective Protected Areas in the Ocean,” ICES Journal of Marine Science 75, no. 3
(May-June 2018): 1166–68, https://doi.org/10.1093/icesjms/fsx059.
3	Executive Department, State of California, Executive Order N-82-20, October 7, 2020, https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/10.07.2020-EO-N-8220-signed.pdf.
4	Fiorenza Micheli et al., “Evidence That Marine Reserves Enhance Resilience to Climatic Impacts,” PLOS ONE 7, no. 7 (July 18, 2012): e40832, https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0040832. Marissa L. Baskett and Lewis A. K. Barnett, “The Ecological and Evolutionary Consequences of Marine Reserves,” Annual Review of
Ecology, Evolution, and Systematics 6 (2015): 49–73, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-ecolsys-112414-054424.
5	CDFW. Marine Life Protection Act. https://wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Marine/MPAs/MLPA.
6	Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC Special Report: The Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate, H.-O. Pörtner et al., eds., 2019,
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/3/2019/12/SROCC_ FullReport_FINAL.pdf. https://www.ipcc.ch/srocc/
7	Ibid.
8	Warren Cornwall, “Ocean Heat Waves Like the Pacific’s Deadly ‘Blob’ Could Become the New Normal,” Science.org, January 31, 2019, https://www.science.org/
content/article/ocean-heat-waves-pacific-s-deadly-blob-could-become-new-normal.
9	Kirsten Grorud-Colvert et al., “The MPA Guide: A Framework to Achieve Global Goals for the Ocean,” Science 373, no. 6560 (2021), https://www.science.org/
doi/10.1126/science.abf0861.
10	Baskett and Barnett, “The Ecological and Evolutionary Consequences.”
11	Jennifer E. Caselle et al., “Recovery Trajectories of Kelp Forest Animals Are Rapid Yet Spatially Variable Across a Network of Temperate Marine Protected Areas,”
Scientific Reports 5 (2015): 14102, https://www.nature.com/articles/srep14102.
12	Hunter S. Lenihan et al., “Evidence That Spillover From Marine Protected Areas Benefits the Spiny Lobster (Panulirus interruptus) Fishery in Southern
California,” Scientific Reports 11 (2021): 2663, https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-82371-5.pdf.
13	Reniel B. Cabral et al., “Drivers of Redistribution of Fishing and Non-fishing Effort After the Implementation of a Marine Protected Area Network,” Ecological
Applications 27, no. 2 (2017): 416–28, https://digitalcommons.calpoly.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1474&context=bio_fac.
14	National Ocean Economics Program, “Market Data: Ocean Economy: Tourism and Recreation: 2018,” Middlebury Institute of International Studies at Monterey,
https://www.oceaneconomics.org/Market/ocean/oceanEconResults.asp?IC=N&dataSource=E&selState=6&selCounty=06000&selYears=All&selSector=6&selIndus
t=TO00&selValue=All&selOut=display&noepID=unknown (accessed December 14, 2021).
15	Charles S. Colgan, Sarah Jenkins, and Philip King, Coastal Recreation in California: Beyond the Beach, Middlebury Institute of International Studies at Monterey,
Center for the Blue Economy, November 2021, https://www.middlebury.edu/institute/sites/www.middlebury.edu.institute/files/2021-12/California%20
Recreation%20Report%20v8-final%20for%20web.pdf?fv=fv_okNTH. Cheryl Chen et al., “An Economic and Spatial Baseline of Coastal Recreation in the North
Central Coast of California: Report to the California Sea Grant College Program,” Ecotrust, April 23, 2013, https://caseagrant.ucsd.edu/sites/default/files/RMPA16_Ecotrust_FinalReport1_CoastalRecreation.pdf. Cheryl Chen et al., “Establishing a Spatial and Economic Baseline of Human Uses in the South Coast Region
of California,” Point 97, January 2015, https://data.ca.gov/dataset/spatial-and-economic-human-uses-california-south-coast-mpa-baseline-study-1992-to-2012/
resource/75d51434-0cbc-45c6-b358-a8ccce756583.
16	Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), “Nature’s Dangerous Decline ‘Unprecedented’; Species Extinction
Rates ‘Accelerating,’ ” (May 2019), https://ipbes.net/news/Media-Release-Global-Assessment.
17	Ibid.
18	Convention on Biological Diversity, “Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011–2020, Including Aichi Biodiversity Targets,” January 21, 2020, https://www.cbd.int/sp/.
19	Dinerstein et al., “A Global Deal for Nature.” Letter from more than 170 scientists living or working in California to Gavin Newsom, Toni Atkins, and Anthony
Rendon, “Re: Support for a State Policy to Protect at Least 30% of California’s Lands, Freshwater and Oceans by 2030,” May 28, 2020, https://defenders-cci.org/
files/CA-30x30_scientist_sign-on_letter_May2020.pdf. Letter from 44 U.S. marine scientists to Gina Raimondo, Deb Haaland, Brenda Mallory, Gina McCarthy,
and Richard Spinrad, “Re: Support for the National Goal to Conserve at Least 30% of Our U.S. Ocean by the Year 2030,” October 7, 2021, https://willmcclintock.
s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/Scientist+Letter+-+MPAs+and+America+the+Beautiful.pdf.
20	Carlos Carroll and Reed F. Noss, “How Percentage-Protected Targets Can Support Positive Biodiversity Outcomes,” Conservation Biology (December 2, 2021),
https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13869.
21	California Department of Fish and Wildlife, “Marine Species Portal,” https://marinespecies.wildlife.ca.gov/ (accessed December 14, 2021).
Page 3

30X30 FOR CALIFORNIA’S COASTS AND OCEANS: FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

NRDC

