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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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http://mission-blue.org/




Here, using publicly available information, the Marine Conservation Institute 
and Mission Blue present the first scientifically rigorous quantitative account 
of no-take marine reserves in the waters of US coastal states and territories.

All people depend on services and goods that living oceans provide, but human 
activities now threaten marine life and, hence, our lives.  Marine biologists 
recommend creating strong marine protected areas (MPAs) to safeguard 
life within them and to benefit people outside them.  Many coastal states and 
territories have established at least some protected areas, but this protection 
is often weak or temporary, with fewer benefits to people.  In contrast, no-
take marine reserves—MPAs free from fishing, mining and oil & gas 
development—are the gold standard.  They allow places in the sea to recover 
biodiversity and abundance, and export marine life to surrounding and remote 
areas.  

Our finding: Few states provide strong protection for marine 
ecosystems.  There is much room for improvement.

The best-protected states and territories are Hawaii, California and the US 
Virgin Islands.  Hawaii protects 22.94% of its state marine waters as no-take 
reserves; California 8.74% and USVI 5.69%.  These states and territories 
deserve our appreciation and our business.  A few protect very small amounts 
of their coastal waters, roughly 1% or less (Florida, Puerto Rico, Oregon, 
CNMI, Guam, Washington, North Carolina, Virginia and Maine).  Fifteen 
coastal states, including Alaska, Mississippi, South Carolina, Delaware and 
Massachusetts, don’t yet strongly protect any of their marine waters.  Citizens 
deserve to know which states are leaders and which aren’t doing enough to 
protect our beaches, coastal waters and seafood.
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Red groupers are one of the thousands of species protected by no-take marine reserves in Florida. They play a key role 

in some ecosystems by removing sediments from reef rock, improving habitat for corals and sponges. No-take marine 

reserves allow females of a number of grouper species to grow old enough to become males (photo by NOAA).



RANK STATE OR TERRITORY NO-TAKE % IN STATE/TERRITORIAL WATERS

1 Hawaii                                                                       22.94%           
2 California                                  8.74%
3 US Virgin Islands                           5.69%
4 Florida     1.12%
5 Puerto Rico    0.90%
6 Oregon    0.31%
7 CNMI    0.21%
8 Guam    0.13%
9 Washington    0.09%

10 America Samoa    0.08%
11 North Carolina    0.04%
12 Virginia    0.02%
13 Maine    0.01%
14 Alabama    0.00%
14 Alaska    0.00%
14 Connecticut    0.00%
14 Delaware    0.00%
14 Georgia    0.00%
14 Louisiana    0.00%
14 Maryland    0.00%
14 Massachusetts    0.00%
14 Mississippi    0.00%
14 New Hampshire    0.00% 
14 New Jersey    0.00%
14 New York    0.00%
14 Rhode Island    0.00%
14 South Carolina    0.00%
14 Texas    0.00%



HOW WE RANKED THE STATES 

Using publicly available data our scientists determined the areas in estuaries and coastal 
waters within each US state and territory as defined by the Submerged Lands Act.  This area 
extends 3 nautical miles from each state’s coastal baseline, except for Texas, Florida’s west 
coast and Puerto Rico, which have jurisdiction over waters within about 9 nmi from shore.  
We approximated the lateral boundaries between states using data from the US Census 
Bureau and the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management.  MPA data that are catalogued on-
line at MPAtlas.org and MPA.gov provided the information we used to calculate the total 
area of MPAs and the areas of no-take marine reserves and no-take zones within larger 
MPAs.  We also confirmed the status of regulations for MPAs by visiting appropriate state 
agency websites.  We calculated the percentage of each state’s waters that are no-take and 
ranked the states and territories from highest to lowest.  Maps and data for each state or 
region are available at SeaStates.us

HOW YOUR STATE RANKS
 
Different US states and territories show dramatically differing commitment to protecting 
your marine ecosystems.  While all coastal states except New Hampshire have designated 
some portion of their waters as MPAs, only 2 US states and 1 territory now conserve even 
5% of their waters as no-take marine reserves.

Hawaii, California, and the US Virgin Islands are the leaders in strongly protecting 
their marine waters.  10 other states and territories—Florida, Puerto Rico, Oregon, 
Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, Guam, Washington, American Samoa, 
North Carolina, Virginia and Maine—have strongly protected at least tiny marine areas.   
15 states, including Alaska, Alabama, Georgia and Rhode Island haven’t yet created any 
no-take marine reserves.  By this key measure, they’re the bottom of the pack.
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STATE RANKINGS

http://mpatlas.org/
http://www.mpa.gov/
http://seastates.us/



