
F A C T  S H E E T

A BETTER FUTURE THROUGH PROTECTING 
AMERICA’S OCEAN HABITATS

The ocean makes up more than 70 percent of the Earth’s 
surface, and its health drives the future of our planet.1 The 
ocean supplies half of Earth’s oxygen, provides a critical 
source of protein and a way of life for billions of people, 
contributes trillions of dollars to the world economy, and 
is home to much of this planet’s life.2 The ocean is also a 
time-honored place to escape the stresses of everyday life 
alongside crashing waves and offers us a treasure trove of 
new scientific discoveries.

We love our ocean, but it is under attack worldwide. The 
carbon dioxide emitted from our power plants, cars, and 
factories have made the ocean more acidic, making it harder 
for oysters, scallops, and other shellfish to grow protective 
shells, and climate change has increased water temperature, 
killing coral reefs, driving ocean animals in search of cooler 
waters, and decreasing oxygen in vast areas of the ocean, 
making them less habitable to marine life.3 

We can create a better, healthier future for ocean wildlife—and ourselves—if we act now.  
Our ocean is already stressed from overexploitation and pollution and is now also struggling  
to adapt to a changing climate. To heal our ocean and allow its continued use for food, jobs,  
and recreation we must provide safe havens where ocean wildlife can thrive.

Together, we can create a new ocean future that benefits us all.

This year’s eye-opening United Nations biodiversity report 
further delivered stark news that up to a million terrestrial 
and ocean species worldwide risk extinction because 
of human activity—many within mere decades.4 In our 
ocean, climate change isn’t even a leading cause of these 
losses: years of chronic overfishing, pollution, and habitat 
destruction have strip-mined the ocean, leaving more than 
one-third of marine mammals and nearly one-third of sharks, 
shark relatives, and reef-forming corals threatened with 
extinction.5 Losing species means that we lose much-needed 
food and jobs, the places we visit and those we long to see, 
and the animals that bring us joy through their jumps in the 
waves or by soaring overhead. 

These dangers are global, and our U.S. ocean is not immune. 
Here at home waters are warming, too, and wildlife 
populations are shifting in response. Disease associated 
with warming waters has largely shuttered Long Island 
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Sound’s lobster fishery in recent decades and warmer 
waters are linked to a 75 percent decrease in Rhode Island’s 
Narragansett Bay lobster catch over the past 20 years.6 
Scientists predict eelgrass, which provides important food 
and shelter to many types of fish and shellfish, will disappear 
from the Chesapeake Bay due to warmer waters.7 The sex of 
sea turtles is dependent on the sand temperature where eggs 
incubate—and warmer South Florida beaches have resulted 
in a drastic decrease in the number of male leatherback, 
loggerhead, and green sea turtles.8 These changes all cause 
real impacts to ocean ecosystems and the bottom lines of 
coastal communities and people who rely on the ocean for 
jobs and tourism dollars.

THINGS LOOK BAD, BUT IT’S NOT TOO LATE. WE CAN 
SHAPE ANOTHER, BETTER FUTURE WHERE WE PROTECT 
NATURE—AND, IN TURN, NATURE PROTECTS US.  
Scientists believe that we can turn the tide of ocean 
extinction and reinforce our defenses against climate 
change by protecting at least 30 percent of the ocean by 
2030 (“30X30”).9 This approach offers an economic value 
estimated in the billions of dollars and benefits indigenous 
peoples fighting to preserve cultural ties to the ocean and 
its wildlife.10 There is a growing body of governments, 
organizations, and activists working to hit this target and 
protect a food supply for millions of people, bolster climate 
resilience, and provide safe spaces for whale, shark, turtle, 
and seabird populations to rebound.11 

Protecting U.S. ocean habitat will also ensure a healthy 
environment for communities with deep ocean ties and the 

places and animals we love and rely on for food, recreation, 
and jobs. We can do this by:

n	 	Conserving a range of coastal wetlands, seagrass beds, and 
mangrove forests to protect nearby homes and businesses 
from sea level rise and storms, establish safe havens 
for wildlife and nursery areas for fish populations, and 
maintain these habitats as vital storage units for capturing 
and holding carbon dioxide.12 

n	 	Protecting special ocean areas critical for wildlife 
feeding, breeding, and migrating. Prohibiting extractive 
uses in these areas will allow at-risk sea life to recover, 
and give these marine areas a leg up in the fight against 
climate change. Creating a network of protected ocean 
areas allows animals a series of safe stepping stones as 
populations shift to escape warming waters.13 

California offers a glimpse of what a protected ecologically 
interconnected network looks like. Only five years after 
the northern Channel Islands marine protected areas were 
established scientists found bigger and more abundant sea 
life within protected areas.14 California is now seeing benefits 
all along its shoreline from the network of protected areas 
completed in 2012.15  

All people and communities have a right to enjoy our 
ocean. Working together, we can create a new ocean future 
that protects the places and wildlife we love and need. By 
protecting at least 30 percent of the ocean by 2030, we 
can give the ocean—and all of us—a fighting chance for a 
healthier future.
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