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Date of Hearing:  April 26, 2021 

ASSEMBLY COMMITTEE ON WATER, PARKS, AND WILDLIFE 

Eduardo Garcia, Chair 
AB 1279 (Muratsuchi) – As Amended March 25, 2021 

SUBJECT:  Coastal resources:  sustainable kelp 

SUMMARY:  Requires the Ocean Protection Council (OPC) to work with private and nonprofit 
entities to bring sustainable kelp to the coastal waters of the state, as provided.  Specifically, this 

bill: 

1) Requires the OPC to work with private and nonprofit entities, including the University of 

California at Davis and Scripps Institution of Oceanography at the University of California, 
San Diego, to bring sustainable kelp to the coastal waters of the state. 

2) Requires the OPC to review and assess data from existing research and ongoing pilot projects 
to identify critical knowledge gaps related to kelp forest ecosystems, kelp and sea urchin 

biological processes, kelp forest stressors, kelp-urchin population dynamics, incorporating 
carbon dioxide removal, and long-term carbon sequestration considerations. 

EXISTING LAW: 

1) Establishes the OPC in state government [Public Resources Code (PRC) § 35600]. 

2) Requires the OPC to, among other things, establish policies to coordinate the collection, 

evaluation, and sharing of scientific data related to coastal and ocean resources among 
agencies (PRC § 35615). 

3) Governs the harvesting of kelp for commercial purposes and allows the Fish and Game 
Commission to set regulations for noncommercial uses of kelp [Fish and Game Code (FGC) 

§ 6650 et seq.; § 6750]. 

4) Requires that warming or cooling water discharges into coastal areas of special biological 

importance, including kelp beds, not significantly alter the overall ecological balance of the 
receiving area (Water Code § 13142.5). 

5) Specifies that kelp forests should be represented in the types of areas reserved under the 
Marine Life Protection Act (FGC § 2856). 

FISCAL EFFECT:  Unknown. This bill is keyed fiscal. 

COMMENTS: 

1) Purpose of this Bill. According to the author,  

Without active efforts to restore kelp forests, these essential coastal ecosystems 

may never recover. This ecological collapse has harmed key fisheries, including 
the closing of the red sea urchin and abalone fisheries, not to mention the added 
impact COVID-19 has had on the industry. My bill seeks to accelerate restoration 

and recovery efforts by creating a statewide program to organize and assist with 
kelp recovery and monitoring projects along the entire coast by identifying critical 

knowledge gaps and to make recommendations that will accelerate California’s 
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efforts to restore its great coastal forests, while directly supporting fishers to 
conduct restoration of kelp forests underwater, using proven methods. It helps 

save our kelp forest as it creates jobs for California’s small businesses. 

2) Background.  Kelp are many species of large brown algae – or seaweed – that inhabit cold-

water coastal regions around the world. Kelp forests have been found all along California’s 
coast for thousands of years. Kelp is a foundational species for California marine ecosystems. 

Kelp forms complex habitat, modifies light levels and sedimentation, attenuates wave energy, 
sequesters carbon, and serves as a major food source for numerous ecologically and 
economically important species. The kelp forests of California are one of the most diverse 

and productive ecosystems in the state, providing a home to more than 800 species of plants 
and animals, including species important to the state’s commercial fishing industry. 

 
Declines in Recent Years. Kelp forests across California have declined sharply in recent 
years. In northern California, the decline has been rapid, with a nearly 90 percent loss over a 

five-year period in the mid-2010s. Southern California has seen a roughly 80 percent decline 
over the last 80 years. Aerial surveys conducted by the DFW showed a 93% loss of bull kelp 

(Nereocystis luetkeana) cover on California’s north coast from 2013-2014, with an additional 
33% loss from 2014-2015. Growth of new bull kelp has been extremely limited since 2015. 
California’s central and south coasts have been similarly affected by severe declines in giant 

kelp (Macrocystis pyrifera), but these declines have been patchier than those on the north 
coast. For example, certain reefs off the Monterey Peninsula have transitioned to urchin 
barrens, while others remain kelp forests.  

Kelp declines have been attributed to a “perfect storm” of changing ocean conditions. 

Starting in 2014, water temperatures along the California coast increased dramatically due to 
an anomalous mass of warm water in the North Pacific known as “The Blob,” which was 
followed by severe El Nino conditions that caused warm waters to persist through mid-2016. 

Bull kelp is highly sensitive to changes in temperature and can dissolve when water 
temperatures are more than a few degrees above normal. In addition, warm water holds fewer 

nutrients than cold water, which severely limits the ability of new kelp to establish and grow.  
 
Increased sea surface temperatures have also been implicated in the spread of sea star 

wasting disease, a mysterious disease that was first reported in 2014 and subsequently 
ravaged sea star populations along the U.S. west coast. Sea stars are a major predator of 

purple sea urchins (Strongylocentrotus purpuratus), which in turn eat kelp. With no sea stars 
to keep them in check, purple sea urchin populations have exploded, grazing kelp forests 
down to bare rock and turning once-lush reefs into “urchin barrens,” which are now 

persistent statewide. 
 

This decline has impacted several key fisheries including the red sea urchin and abalone 
fisheries. For example, populations of red abalone, California’s only remaining abalone 
fishery ($44 million nonmarket value), have declined so substantially that the red abalone 

fishery was closed in 2017 and will remain closed until at least 2021. 

Restoration Efforts. The response to the rapid kelp decline has been varied with groups in 
different regions leading local efforts to study and implement kelp restoration. For example, 
in the Los Angeles area, the Bay Foundation has piloted giant kelp restoration efforts. In 

Northern California, the Greater Farallones Association has led a working group to examine 
bull kelp restoration efforts. 
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As the kelp crisis has unfolded, resource managers have been constrained by a variety of 

knowledge gaps surrounding kelp forest ecosystem dynamics. As a first step toward 
addressing these gaps, the OPC and the DFW have worked in close partnership to initiate 
pilot research and restoration work, largely focused on investigating the efficacy of purple 

sea urchin removal as a potential kelp restoration tool on the north coast. However, in order 
to effectively mitigate the kelp crisis at broader spatial and temporal scales, the OPC and the 

DFW required an improved understanding of the drivers of kelp collapse, more robust long-
term monitoring of kelp forest health statewide, and a science-based evaluation of the 
efficacy of various kelp restoration options. 

 
In 2020, the OPC approved funding California Sea Grant with $600,000 to create a statewide 

kelp recovery research program. Together with $1,200,000 in match funding from California 
Sea Grant ($1,800,000 total), the OPC funding is intended to support solutions-oriented 
research projects, selected by a competitive process, aimed at restoring and protecting kelp 

ecosystems statewide. 
 

Considerations. The author may want to define sustainable kelp and work with the OPC to 
ensure that this bill is consistent with ongoing efforts. 

3) Prior and Related Legislation. 

 

AB 2697 (Muratsuchi), 2019-20, would have established the Kelp Restoration and Resilience 

Program within the Department of Fish and Wildlife (DFW) and the Kelp Restoration 
Science Advisory Committee to advise the DFW, with specified tasks for the program and 

the committee. The bill was not heard in the Water, Parks and Wildlife Committee and 
subsequently died. 
 

AB 2139 (Williams), Chapter 352, Statutes of 2016, authorizes the OPC to develop an ocean 
acidification and hypoxia science task force to ensure that decision making is supported by 

the best available science. 
 
SB 1363 (Monning), Chapter 846, Statutes of 2016, requires the OPC, in consultation with 

the State Coastal Conservancy and other relevant entities, to establish and administer the 
Ocean Acidification and Hypoxia Reduction Program, and specifies approaches that must be 

considered by the program. 
 
SB 463 (Thompson), Chapter 787, Statutes of 1997, established a 10-year moratorium on the 

harvest of all species of abalone, for any purpose, in ocean waters south of San Francisco in 
order to allow the species to recover to levels that would allow for sustainable harvesting. 

 
SCR 118 (Maldonado), Chapter 104, Statutes of 2008, proclaims the last week of September 
as Sea Otter Awareness Week in the State of California, and urges all Californians to be 

aware that the imperiled sea otter is an integral part, and a symbol, of California’s coastal 
nearshore ecosystem and that there is a need to protect both the sea otter and the coastal 

waters in which it lives. 
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REGISTERED SUPPORT / OPPOSITION: 

Support 

None on file 

Opposition 

None on file 

Analysis Prepared by: Keith Cialino / W., P., & W. / (916) 319-2096 


