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Channel Islands Marine Reserve
C O V E R

S T O R Y

A Haven for Fish

Conservationists and
fishermen grapple
over protections for
endangered fish in
the Channel Islands
Marine Sanctuary.
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ary Davis is an unlikely looking defender of
wildlife. Dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, he
has the bearing of a mid-level executive eager
to make a sales call. The leather-bound attaché
case and sky-blue Jaguar sports coupe he
drives only lend credence to this impression.
However, looks are deceiving—Davis is a leading
advocate for the creation of marine reserves within the
National Park Service (NPS). Straddling the deck of an
NPS cutter bound for Anacapa Island, Davis earnestly
expounds on the importance of the Channel Islands.
Grey water matches the dull sky as a chill wind whips
over the afterdeck.
The Channel Islands comprise one of the most distinct
ecosystems on earth, Davis explains. Spanning from east
to west, the five islands of Santa Barbara, Anacapa, Santa
Cruz, Santa Rosa and San Miguel lie between the deep
ocean and the mainland. The confluence of cold water
from the north and currents from Baja, Calif., provides a
rich mix of nutrients that sustains not only large schools
of squid, anchovies and sardines, but also larger predators
that feast on them. The islands are literally teeming with
animal and plant life in such a diversity of habitats—land,
water and sea—that scientists often refer to them as the
North American Galapagos.
In 1980, Congress designated these five Channel Islands
[there are eight total] and the waters within one nautical
mile of each island, a national park. Providing additional
protection, the waters extending six miles beyond the
islands were designated as a National Marine Sanctuary,
encompassing a total of 1,252 square nautical miles.
Although the Channel Islands are off-limits to oil
drilling, the term “sanctuary” is actually misleading.
Commercial and sports fishermen are permitted to fish
these waters, subject to rules established by state and
federal agencies. Fishermen have hauled tons of tuna,
rockfish and lobster from these waters for decades.
With environmentalists and fishermen butting heads
on the particulars of sealife protection, the question
arises: Have the waters surrounding the Channel
Islands been overfished?
The simple answer is yes.
“We’ve been working our way down the food chain
for the past 75 years, from tuna to sardines,” says Davis.
As a young man, he began his career hauling fingerling
trout into remote streams and lakes in Lassen Volcanic
National Park. As a staff biologist for the Channel
Islands for 22 years, he’s observed the habitat very
closely over a long period of time. But despite the
current dents in the fish population, there’s still hope,
he says. All the ingredients to restore the ecosystem
still exist, since at this point, the islands’ flora and
fauna haven’t been degraded to the point of no return.
“For a long time, scientists thought it was impossible
to drive fish to extinction,” comments Davis. Over the
last five years, however, there’s been a growing
consensus that the limits to fishing are indeed finite.
The Fish
Modern technology has changed the nature of fishing
over the last 30 years, rendering it far more efficient. In
addition, the federal government has invested heavily in
building fleets of fishing vessels. Now we have an armada
of anglers equipped with cutting-edge communications
and fish-finding equipment scanning the depths of
California’s regional waters hunting their piscatorial
prize. Kelp forests and rocky reefs are no place for fish to
hide from the all-seeing eye of sonar and fish scanners,
which can locate them up to depths of well over 300 feet.
Despite modern tracking efficiency, the catch techniques
are not without waste, and fish can die in a myriad of ways.
Bottom-dwelling fish like cow cod that are hauled from great
depths usually don’t survive the journey, exploding internally
from the rapid change in pressure. Likewise, gill-hooked
and fish that swallow hooks whole suffer grave injuries.
According to Steve Roberson, a Ventura-based

attorney and avid sportfisherman, the efficient use of
technology and the subsequent bloodletting has led to a
sharp decline in fish populations. Further depleting the
stocks are such seemingly benign practices as catchand-release fishing. When disoriented fish are returned
to the water, they easily fall prey to larger predators.
“You have more people chasing fewer fish,” he says.
“It’s like the Wild West out there.”
Even so, fishermen must heed an eye-popping array
of rules and regulations governing when, how and with
what gear fish may be caught. Although the number of
rules may seem staggering to weekend anglers, the
Channel Islands’ renowned fishery isn’t what it used to
be. Abalone was near extinction prior to a ban imposed
in 1996. Rockfish have been severely overfished. Once
abundant species such as cow cod (red snapper) and
bocaccio have dropped by over 90 percent, leading to
closures in shallow waters.
In order to grow up, fish need plenty of space to wander
around in. As fish mature, they move from habitat to
habitat. Immature fish may hide in kelp beds and then
move on to deep-water canyons as juveniles. Even
sedentary fish may drift for several hundred square miles.
“Allowing adolescent fish to reach maturity is a key part
of the recovery process,” says Satie Airame, a staff scientist
for the Sanctuary. Long-lived species like rockfish, she
adds, are similar to humans in terms of reproduction.
Rockfish (rock cod and Pacific red snapper are market
names for the more than 70 species of rockfish along the
U.S. west coast) spend the first 12 to 20 years of their lives
reaching sexual maturity, and have a very long life span.
Left alone, several species live longer than 100 years, and
the Monterey Bay Aquarium reports one rougheye
rockfish caught off Alaska estimated to be 205 years old.
Over time, the larger, more mature rockfish breed at a
rate that’s almost tenfold their junior rivals. Thus creating a
virtuous circle, mature fish produce more offspring.
Protecting habitats now, the thinking goes, will create more
opportunities for fishermen to catch fish in the long run.
Roberson’s been an advocate for the creation of reserves
for many years. He supports establishing a network of
marine parks modeled after the National Park system—
underwater Yellowstones where people can kayak, scuba
dive and otherwise enjoy wildlife in their natural habitat
without fish being on the menu.
“We need a Teddy Roosevelt for the ocean,” he says. “[He
was] an avid outdoorsman who understood the value of
conservation. Citing Jean-Michel Cousteau, he continues,
“If you set aside 50 percent of the ocean, you can do
whatever else you want with the rest of it.”
Conservationism: The Debate Begins
Roberson isn’t the only fisherman on the same side of the
fence as the conservationists. In 1998, after noticing a
decline in the local fisheries, a group of like-minded
sportsfishermen approached the state Fish and Game
Commission to create a marine reserve in the Channel
Islands in the firm belief that setting aside sections of the
island waters as a no-taking zone would lead to more fish
in the long run.
At the request of the Fish and Game Commission, the
Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary and the
Department of Fish and Game (DFG) assembled a task
force of academics, environmentalists and fisherman to
form the Marine Reserves Working Group (MRWG). Their
assignment was to seek out the best science available on
establishing the size, scope and future form of the reserve.
They based their decisions with two goals in mind: to
conserve native fish species and to preserve fish stocks for
future generations of commercial and recreational
fisherman. Moreover, they were to arrive at a consensus,
creating a plan for the reserve that everybody could live with.
In 1999, the process to create a reserve began in
earnest, and clearly there was a lot at stake. Insiders
believed the process would set a precedent not only for the
Channel Islands but for the future of fisheries

Global Implications
Protecting our oceans has global implications far
beyond the well-being of marine life. The ocean
produces 75% of the world’s oxygen and contains
countless lifeforms.
π Be aware. Understand the relationship between
cause and effect. We all live downstream. A recent
National Academy of Sciences study estimates that the
oil running off our streets and driveways and ultimately
ﬂowing into the oceans is equal to an Exxon Valdez oil
spill—10.9 million gallons—every eight months. Go to
www.oceanconservancy.org for more information.
π Make a choice. Don’t contribute to overfishing
by eating species that are depleted or overfished.
The Monterey Bay Aquarium Seafood Watch
(www.mbayaq.org/cr/seafoodwatch.asp) lists the
following as fish to avoid:
CAVIAR (Beluga, Osetra, Sevruga)
CHILEAN SEA BASS
COD (Atlantic & Icelandic)
KING CRAB (imported)
LINGCOD
MONKFISH
ORANGE ROUGHY
ROCKFISH/ROCK COD/PACIFIC SNAPPER
SALMON (farmed & Atlantic)
SHARK (except U.S. West Coast Thresher)
SHRIMP (imported)
STURGEON (wild-caught)
SWORDFISH (Atlantic)
TUNA, BLUEFIN
π Get involved! Log into www.pcouncil.org to ﬁnd out
about ﬁshery council meetings and local hearings.
management statewide. That year, the state of California
passed similar legislation called the Marine Life Protection
Act (MLPA), which has state officials considering the
creation of a network of no-taking zones up and down the
coastline. This would set aside critical underwater habitats,
from kelp forests to rocky canyons, much as wilderness
areas are carved out of national forests.
Although members of MRWG agreed a reserve was
needed in principle, consensus began and ended there.
Over the process of two-and-a-half years, reams of scientific
documents were pored over and maps were drawn and
redrawn, with proposals and counter-proposals offered, but
to no avail. Scientists suggested that setting aside anything
less than 30 percent of the National Park and Marine
Sanctuary would be ineffective. At the other end of the
spectrum, the proposed numbers were shockingly high to
dismayed representatives of the sportfishing industry.
The friction spilled over in a series of raucous public
meetings.
According to firsthand accounts, Bob Fletcher,
President of the trade-based Sportsfishing Association
of California (SAC), accused marine experts of
subverting the decision-making process by siding with
environmentalists, asserting that their findings were
junk science. His major concern was that designating
30 percent of the Channel Islands as a no-takings zone
would effectively drive people out of business.
Hopelessly deadlocked, the DFG and the Marine
Sanctuary wrested control from MWRG to arrive at a
“preferred alternative.” Basing their decision on submitted
materials, they arrived at a plan to set aside 25 percent of
the Channel Islands’ coastal waters a no-fishing zone,
creating a network of shallow- and deep-water reserves
that encompasses 142 square nautical miles of ocean
extending from the shoreline three miles out.
In a separate proceeding, the Pacific Fishery
Management Council (PFMC), which regulates fisheries in
federal waters, is deliberating over extending the Reserve to
the six-mile boundary of the Marine Sanctuary.
(Continued on page 34)
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Restoration could be characterized as an issue of time vs. money—time for the
ecosystem to recuperate vs. lost income for fishermen and sportfishing outfits.
Separating a man from his fish has created a lot of ill will. So much so that future plans
for marine reserves have been scrapped until the Department of Fish and Game creates
a new set of guidelines. For now, the Marine Life Protection Act is a promising idea,
but its execution far from a reality. And it’s unlikely science will be in the driver’s seat.
The Fishermen
Although the views of the fishing community are by no means monolithic, vocal
constituents do have some say in how fisheries are managed. One million people
hold fishing licenses throughout the state of California. In 1999, ocean sportfishing
generated approximately 33 million dollars in regional sales. Residents from San
Diego to San Francisco pump money into marinas, charter boats and fishing
tracking equipment, revenue that supports seaside towns like Oxnard, Ventura and
Santa Barbara. Approximately 400,000 people fish these waters annually, which
keeps 646 people, from fishermen to boat builders, gainfully employed.
Economists believe that the overall impact to the regional economy will be minimal. But
to the individual fishermen and boat owners who earn their living directly from these
waters, the potential impact could be devastating. Local fishermen are already feeling the
pinch of fish closures in federal waters. Faced with the prospect of additional restrictions,
the SAC is campaigning to put a stop to state-sanctioned marine reserves.
Fletcher, who represents boat operators in Southern California, is an outspoken critic.
He believes scientists supporting the creation of a reserve are driven by a green agenda
rather than hard data. A point he hammers home, reiterating that the scientists designated
to advise MRWG continue to downplay the economic impact on fishermen.
Anglers are free to fish in the remaining 75 percent of the Channel Islands Marine
Sanctuary, and any economic impact fishermen may feel is mitigated by the fact that they
can fish up to, and adjacent, to the marine reserves, responds Davis.
The Channel Islands were to serve as a template for the creation of future reserves in
California. But if the debate leading up to the creation of the no-taking zone is any
indication, the very nature of no-taking zones will be hotly contested. Fletcher doesn’t
express a great deal of faith in the Department of Fish and Game to be even-handed.
His opponents deny those charges, countering that given the open nature of the
planning process, everyone from diehard environmentalists to resolute fisherman is
on more or less equal footing to promote either agenda.
Living by the Rules
Even without the creation of the no-taking zone, fishermen would have
encountered more restrictions as regulators struggle to protect one species after
another. Anglers like Roberson now have to go further afield as spots once favored
by local fisherman are now much depleted. He understands the frustration anglers
are experiencing, but believes opposition to the reserves is shortsighted.
“The Channel Islands fisheries are clearly in need of life support,” he said.
Presently, marine reserves encompass less than 1 percent of the Earth’s oceans
and less than .01 percent of U.S. waters. Marine experts advocate setting aside 20
percent of the world oceans in order to protect dwindling fish stocks.
For conservationists, the creation of the no-taking zone couldn’t have been timelier.
As of January 2003, PFMC declared rockfish off limits along the West Coast until such
species as bocaccio, barkblotch and canary rockfish show signs of recovery.
The decline of fish populations has unintended consequences up and down the
food chain. Due to the decline of rockfish, sea urchins have propagated wildly.
Clutches of urchins have steadily mowed through the Channel Islands kelp beds,
and in turn, fish respond to the stress of loss of habitat by producing fewer offspring
until conditions are more favorable.
In some places, time is running out. According to a 2000 United Nations report,
25 percent of the world’s marine resources are either overexploited or already
depleted. About half of the marine fishing grounds have been classified as “fully
exploited.” Marine scientists warn that all but 10 percent of world’s large fish—tuna,
swordfish, and marlin—have disappeared.
There’s growing consensus among members of the scientific community that
traditional methods of protecting fish aren’t working. Piecemeal approaches to species
protection ignore a simple truth: fish are part of a much larger ecosystem. The Channel
Islands are no exception to a global trend whereby too many boats are chasing too few fish.
Fishermen may not welcome the change, but they’re learning to live with it. Right now,
it’s a process of education. According to John Ugoretz, a scientist for the Department of
Fish and Game, anglers are responding favorably to the new guidelines. Since the reserve
went into effect as of April 2003, 400 fisherman have been contacted within the no-taking
zone. Fifteen anglers have received warnings, and one citation was issued.
“Things have been very positive up till now,” Ugoretz says. Lots of people are
hoping it will stay that way.
—Enrique Gili is a freelance writer based in San Diego.
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