
3Field Guide to the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary

Avariety of habitats are found within the sanctuary, 
from quiet wetlands and wave-swept beaches to
majestic kelp forests and deep, dark canyons.

These habitats support a wealth and diversity of life 
unrivaled in the world’s oceans.

Sandy beaches,
despite their barren
appearance, are full of
life.Animals who live

here, such as worms,
clams, sand crabs or sand

dollars must be able to burrow,
move in and out with the tides, and contend
with surging waves and moving sands.

At the rocky shore, water advances and retreats
daily with the changing
tides, making it 
alternately part of
land and ocean.At
low tide, the shore
is exposed, leaving
life to endure sun and 

drying conditions.At high tide, huge waves
may roll in, pounding the shoreline with 
crashing surf. Creatures who live here, sea stars,
snails, crabs and sea anemones—are adapted to
withstand these extreme conditions.

Wave-protected wetlands
afford a calm refuge
for a huge diversity
of animals. Elkhorn
Slough, at the 
middle of Monterey
Bay, is one of the largest
remaining coastal wetlands in
California. Quiet slough waters are an 
important nursery for more than 80 species of
fishes, and teem with hundreds of thousands of
migratory birds during winter.

Kelp forests rival coral
reefs and rain forests
for their richness
and diversity of life.
Look just offshore,
and you’ll see a brown
tangle of seaweed at the
ocean’s surface. Down below, majestic kelp
plants tower 100 feet above the ocean floor
forming a lush forest teeming with fishes and
other life. Sea otters frequent kelp forests 
in search of shellfish, like crabs and
sea urchins.

The open sea is a vast, fluid
and edgeless world. Life in 
the open sea is divided into
two broad groups: drifters 

(plankton) and swimmers. Plankton— ranging
from microscopic organisms to large jellies—
generally drift or weakly
swim with the currents.
Strong ocean swim-
mers like fishes,
whales, sea turtles and
squid usually travel great
distances to find food.

The deep sea is the largest, but least 
understood region on earth. Several 

submarine canyons carve into the 
sanctuary’s seafloor, the largest of
which is the Monterey Canyon.
The canyon harbors seldom-seen

deep-water species adapted to 
darkness, cold water, and high pressure.

S A N C T U A RY  

H A B I TA T S

S E A B I R D S
Common murre 

California least tern
Western gull

California brown pelican
Brandt’s cormorant 

Sooty shearwater
Caspian tern

Marbled murrelet

S H O R E B I R D S / W A D E R S
Snowy plover

Least sandpiper
Western sandpiper

Sanderling
Willet

Marbled Godwit
Great blue heron

Great egret

S E A L S / S E A  L I O N S
Harbor seal  

Elephant seal
California sea lion 

Steller sea lion
Northern fur seal 

W H A L E S / D O L P H I N S
Blue whale

Humpback whale
Gray whale 

Killer whale (orca)
Pacific white-sided dolphin

Risso’s dolphin 
Common dolphin 

Bottlenose dolphin 
Harbor porpoise

S E A  O T T E R S
Southern sea otter

S E A  T U R T L E S
Leatherback sea turtle

*Note: the number of seabirds in the sanctuary is lowest in March/April, increasing to a peak in Sept., then declines
through the winter. The population of shorebirds is highest in late Oct-early Nov, declining as they continue south; it
peaks again in April or May, as they migrate back to northern breeding grounds.
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endangered              threatened                      can usually be found somewhere in the sanctuary
doesn’t always occur annually

E

E

E

E

E

E T

T

T

T

E

Wildlife Viewing Calendar
This calendar shows what time of year you can expect to see certain animals around the 
sanctuary.To find out where to see them, have a look at the map on pages 6-7.

The sanctuary is one of the 
best places in the world to see
marine wildlife. Here are 

some tips to help you enjoy watching
wildlife—and view them responsibly—
so you don’t disturb the animals or 
their homes:

• Learn before you go.To get the 
most from your experience, learn 
about where and when to see 
wildlife. Many species are found 
only in specific habitats. Seasonal 
and daily cycles can influence an 
animal’s whereabouts too. Use 
the Internet, guidebooks and 
identification keys, or talk 
with local environmental groups 
or guides to maximize your 
viewing opportunities.

• Keep your distance and never 
chase or harass wildlife. Use 
binoculars, spotting scopes or zoom 
lenses for a closer look.You’ll enjoy 
the animals more when you observe
them behaving naturally. If wildlife 
appears nervous, fidgety or starts to 
flee, you are too close slowly and 
calmly back away.

• Hands off.Tidepool and beach 
animals die quickly if removed 
from their habitat. If you’re quiet 
and look closely, you’ll see much 
more. Enjoy the animals in their 
natural environment, and leave them 
where you find them.

• Don’t feed wildlife. Wild animals 
may not be able to digest human 
food, and can get sick if they do.
Feeding may also cause animals to 
become attracted to humans, a 
potentially dangerous situation for 
both wildlife and people.

• Stay away from wildlife that 
appears abandoned or sick.
Some animals, such as seals, beach 
themselves on purpose.Young 
animals appearing orphaned may 
actually be under the watchful eye 
of a nearby parent. If you see an 
injured, sick, or abandoned animal,
contact the authorities listed below.

• Wildlife and pets don’t mix.
Wild animals can injure or spread 
disease to pets, and pets can harm 
or disturb wildlife. Keep pets on a 
leash or away from areas frequented
by wildlife.

• Avoid sensitive habitats.
Observe signs directing you 
away from important nesting or 
resting areas.

• Take only memories and leave 
only footprints. Dispose of trash 
properly and pick up litter. Marine 
animals can get entangled in debris 
or mistake it for food.

• Help others become responsible
wildlife watchers. Speak up if you
notice other viewers behaving in a 
way that disturbs wildlife.

If you see sick or injured marine
wildlife, contact:

• Marine mammals or sea turtles:
Call the Marine Mammal Center 
at (415) 289-SEAL (7325) or in 
the Monterey Bay area, call 
(831) 633-6298.

• Seabirds: In San Mateo County,
call the Peninsula Humane Society 
at (650) 340-8200. In Santa 
Cruz County, call Native Animal 
Rescue at (831) 462-0726. In 
Monterey County, call the SPCA 
at (831) 373-2631. In San Luis 
Obispo County, call Pacific Wildlife
Care at (805) 543-WILD (9453).
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