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Kelp forests serve as habitat to more 
than 700 species. Photo: Chad King/ 
NOAA 

 

 
Urchin-dominated areas can be due to 
an overpopulation of urchins that eat 
kelp. Photo: Steve Lonhart/NOAA 

 

 
The sanctuary will conduct the research 
and education to help ensure kelp 
forests thrive into the future. Photo: 
Steve Lonhart/NOAA 

 

 
The Value of Kelp Forests 
Kelp forests are iconic habitats found in Monterey Bay National 

Marine Sanctuary. They hold ecological, economic, and cultural 

importance, and are vital for marine biodiversity, fisheries, and 

environmental resilience. Kelp can be found distributed in certain 

areas along the sanctuary's 276-mile nearshore coast. Kelp forests 

provide critical habitat, foraging grounds, refuge, and nurseries for 

numerous fishes and invertebrates. This habitat can also support 

both commercial and recreational fisheries, while providing food for 

abalone aquaculture.  

 

Some Kelp Forests are in Decline 
While kelp forests overall are decreasing globally, some kelp forests 

are thriving and some are declining along the central California 

coast. Multiple stressors can contribute to kelp declines in certain 

areas. Since 2013, warm water conditions and other factors led to 

dramatic population-level increase of urchins, herbivores which 

consume kelp. This has impacted some kelp forests in Monterey 

Bay National Marine Sanctuary, compared to areas to the north that 

have been heavily impacted. Sanctuary scientists are studying both 

urchin- and kelp-dominated sites, and those in transition, to better 

understand the drivers of change. 

 

Taking Action 
In 2024, a Sanctuary Advisory Council Kelp Working Group was 

formed to gather community-based recommendations to address 

kelp recovery, restoration, monitoring, and outreach. These efforts 

resulted in the development of an Iconic Kelp Action Plan with the 

goal to address the regional loss and long-term health of kelp forest 

ecosystems in the sanctuary through education, coordination with 

partners, research, restoration, and community engagement. 

Strategies include:  

 

1. Education and Outreach 

2. Agency Coordination and Project Streamlining 

3. Research and Monitoring 

4. Pursue Science-Based Kelp Restoration that Moves 

Beyond the Pilot Scale 

5. Engagement with Indigenous Peoples, Governments, and 

Tribes 

6. Support Kelp Plan Strategies 

 

To view the full Iconic Kelp Action Plan, visit: 

https://montereybay.noaa.gov/intro/mp/welcome.html 
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