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Introduction 
 

The National Marine Protected Areas (MPA) Center, housed within the 
Department of Commerce’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
and run in cooperation with the Department of the Interior, is charged with 
developing an effective national system of MPAs as outlined by Executive 
Order 13158. This national system will be based on a strong foundation of 
scientific information, stakeholder input, and diverse partnerships.   
 
The U.S. West Coast—California, Oregon, and Washington (CA, OR, WA)—is 
at the forefront of federal and state MPA activity, and has a strong tradition of 
vigorous natural and social science, coupled with a growing interest in place-
based management of marine ecosystems.  Recently, the region has also become 
the focus for innovative thinking about ecosystem-based management. For these 
reasons, the MPA Center will pursue a regional pilot of the national system on 
the West Coast that will serve as a foundation for developing the national 
system. Working closely with MPA programs and stakeholder groups in the 
region, the MPA Center will collect existing information, develop a suite of 
information, tools, and methods, and provide an ongoing regional forum for 
West Coast MPA programs to identify priority ecosystem-based marine areas 
and resources in need of additional conservation measures. 
 
The fundamental goal of the West Coast Pilot is to facilitate the effective use of 
MPAs as an ecosystem management tool to conserve and protect important 
marine areas and resources on the West Coast, and to inform the development of 
a regionally based national system of MPAs. 
 
The West Coast Pilot is an ambitious undertaking and to succeed it will require 
an unprecedented collaboration by many partners in the region, including but not 
limited to: federal MPA programs (National Marine Sanctuary Program, 
National Estuarine Research Reserve System, NOAA Fisheries, National Park 
Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service), state MPA programs, the Pacific 
Fishery Management Council, federally-recognized tribes, federal and state 
agencies, and other interested partners.   
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The pilot is expected to result in an ongoing regional forum for West Coast 
state, federal and tribal MPA programs to efficiently coordinate their 
management of existing MPAs and collaboratively plan future efforts, and a 
suite of tools, methods and information for regional MPA planning and adaptive 
management. 
 
Like the national system, the pilot will examine conservation and management 
priorities along three major themes: 1) Natural Heritage—the nation’s 
significant natural biological communities, habitats, ecosystems, and processes, 
and the ecological services, uses, and values they provide to this and future 
generations; 2) Sustainable Production—the renewable living resources and 
their habitats including, but not limited to, spawning, mating and nursery 
grounds that are important to the nation’s economy, livelihoods and subsistence; 
and 3) Cultural Heritage—the cultural resources that reflect the nation's 
maritime history and traditional cultural connections to the sea, as well as the 
uses and values they provide to this and future generations. 
 
Work on the pilot will involve two interdependent tracks: (i) science and 
assessment; and (ii) agency coordination and stakeholder planning. This paper 
will focus on the first component. The following key scientific assessment and 
analysis efforts will provide the natural and social science foundation for 
identifying significant gaps in current protection of marine cultural and 
ecosystem resources, services and values.  
  

Resource Characterizations 
 

The resource characterizations will synthesize existing data on: (a) the 
distribution and status of marine habitats, resources and ecosystem processes; 
and (b) the location, status and historical significance of submerged cultural 
resources along the Pacific coast. 
 
The West Coast natural resource characterization project will use existing data 
from agencies, universities, NGOs and industry to describe key biophysical 
aspects of marine ecosystems that are important to the design and management 
of an effective national system of MPAs.  Data types will include: ecosystem 
and habitat types, community composition, target species and major structuring 
processes (both physical and ecological).  This information will constitute a 
fundamental data layer for: (i) assessing the adequacy of existing marine 
managed areas (MMAs) and MPAs in meeting national system goals; (ii) 
assessing the potential threats posed by human activities; and (iii) identifying 
priority areas for future conservation. 
 
The objectives are to: a) develop a standardized methodology to characterize 
natural resources for the West Coast of the U.S.; b) develop knowledge and 
products on the distribution and ecology of living marine resources in the coastal 
and marine environments of the West Coast of the U.S. (CA, OR, WA);  
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c) conduct a pilot project to learn how to develop the collaborations necessary, 
identify the datasets available, and integrate these partners and datasets as a 
testing ground for a national-level characterization; and d) provide resource 
managers, scientists and the public with an improved ecosystem basis for 
decision making processes. 
 
Cultural resources within the marine environment provide a tangible connection 
America’s maritime heritage. The oceans, coasts and Great Lakes preserve tens 
of thousands of significant archaeological sites, including shipwrecks, 
prehistoric sites and traditional cultural places. MPAs are currently being used to 
conserve and protect these significant resources for present and future 
generations. To evaluate how existing marine managed areas are currently 
protecting submerged cultural resources and to provide important information 
for future planning efforts, spatial and management data will be collected and 
analyzed within the context of existing ecosystem-based management initiatives.  
Through the integration of cultural resource and ocean management, both 
natural and cultural resources can be effectively conserved and enjoyed for years 
to come.  
 

Human Use 
 
Understanding human activities in the marine environment is a critical need in 
coastal and ocean management and conservation. The recent reports of the Pew 
Oceans Commission and the U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy highlight the 
potentially deleterious effects that human activities in and adjacent to marine 
environments can have on marine ecosystems. Hence, documenting use patterns 
is important for determining areas and resource characteristics that may be at 
risk and in need of further protection, whether through new protected areas, 
improved regulation in existing sites, or innovative zoning schemes. Knowledge 
about human uses of the marine environment is not only critical for assessing 
threats to marine resources, but also for understanding the social, economic and 
cultural values associated with uses and the potential impacts of management 
measures on human communities. Documenting human uses of the marine 
environment is especially important for the planning, management and 
evaluation MPAs. Siting MPAs requires a careful consideration of the sources 
and intensities of human and nonhuman threats to resources, as well as the 
concerns among user groups for continued access and sustained participation in 
consumptive and nonconsumptive use patterns. MPA management often 
necessitates balancing access needs among multiple and at times competing user 
groups. This need, coupled with a concern for the effects of displacement, and 
consideration of the ecological and socioeconomic connectivity among and 
between places at sea, watersheds and coastal communities, highlights the 
importance of employing sound data on use patterns in the planning, 
management and evaluation of MPAs. 
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The Human Use Patterns and Impacts project is one of the fundamental 
scientific assessments of the West Coast Pilot.  The goal of the project is to 
develop a broadly applicable method for identifying the patterns, intensities and 
socioeconomic significance of human uses of the marine environment. The 
application of the method will yield data on human activities to assess the 
potential impact of uses on natural and cultural resources, analyze the 
compatibility among uses, and to begin to understand the socioeconomic value 
and significance of the activities. The project will also identify: (i) the categories 
of user groups that need to be engaged through participatory management 
processes; (ii) user conflicts and equity issues that may need to be addressed; 
and (iii) potential socioeconomic impacts of management alternatives. Products 
will include a methodological process and guidelines for documenting human 
use patterns in marine ecosystems; a synthesis of secondary data on spatial 
patterns of human activities in the pilot region; tools for storing, analyzing, and 
presenting use data; and (iv) tools for assessing the compatibilities among and 
potential impacts of human uses. The results of the project will be integrated 
with findings from the other scientific assessments in order to provide a baseline 
of information for future efforts to identify gaps in management and high 
priority sites for area-based coastal and ocean management.   
 

Governance 
 
As the National MPA Center proceeds with the West Coast Pilot of the National 
System of MPAs, understanding the existing governance framework of the 
region becomes increasingly important. Each jurisdiction has distinct, and 
sometimes overlapping, authorities aimed at marine conservation. 
Understanding which agencies have authority over different activities in a given 
geographic area is key for successful place-based planning and management. 
This section of the West Coast Pilot will result in a comprehensive overview of 
MPA policy at the international, federal, state and tribal levels of government 
for the U.S. West Coast. A searchable database of all authorities and policies 
will be built, populated and made available to all stakeholders. The fields will 
include management agencies, policies and links to the full text of these policies. 
When possible, geographic information will also be made available. 
 

Contribution of Existing MPAs  
 
As a prelude to initiating the national system development process, the National 
MPA Center undertook an exhaustive inventory of all marine managed areas in 
U.S. waters. This growing database of over 2,000 sites reveals a complex pattern 
of overlapping jurisdiction, multiple purposes, variable types and levels of 
protection and ambiguous impacts on ecosystems and the human uses they 
support. Using a new MPA classification system based on objective, functional 
criteria, the MPA Center is conducting a comprehensive analysis of the location, 
size, purpose and nature of protection afforded by existing MPAs—both 
conservation and de facto MPAs—in U.S. waters. This synthesis, when 
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combined with spatial data on resources and human uses will allow an 
unprecedented science-based assessment of the potential contribution of these 
diverse and numerous protected areas towards the goals of the national system 
of MPAs. This in turn will help identify gaps in protection for important habitats 
and resources, and point the way toward improved conservation of some of our 
nation’s most important ocean areas. 
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