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(08-16) 04:00 PDT Monterey -- State wildlife officials voted Tuesday to create a network of
fish refuges from Half Moon Bay to Santa Barbara, forging the most ambitious
marine-conservation program in the nation.
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The proposal will protect about 110 square miles off the Central Coast by banning most human
activity, from recreational and commercial fishing to scuba diving. The plan approved by the
state Fish and Game Commission also gives varying levels of protection to about another 94
square miles of ocean, including some areas where fishing would be limited to recreational
anglers or certain fish species.

If the program works as hoped, it could resuscitate flagging populations of rockfish, a complex
of bottom-dwelling fishes that was once a mainstay of the state's commercial and sport
fisheries. It could also protect crucial habitat that helps sustain everything from sea slugs to
gray whales.

After a 12-hour meeting in Monterey on Tuesday, commissioners chose a middle-of-the-road
approach that didn't quite satisfy environmentalists but protected much more marine habitat than
was favored by fishing groups.

The process of developing a refuge plan has been long and arduous, involving seven years of
negotiations among the various stakeholders -- environmentalists, commercial fishermen, sport
anglers, divers, citizens and civic leaders from coastal towns.

The Fish and Game Commission had considered four versions of the refuge plan: one favored
by conservationists, one by fishermen, one by the state Department of Fish and Game and one
by a different task force formed by Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger. All addressed state waters
that extend three miles offshore, but they differed on where fishing should be banned and how
much ocean should be protected. The proposals could mean a loss of between $600,000 and
$1.2 million annually to the commercial fishing industry.

The conservationists' alternative called for putting 13 percent of state waters between Pigeon
Point and Point Conception off limits, while the fishermen's alternative pushed for 5 percent.
The task force option stipulated 10 percent, and the plan favored by officials at the state
Department of Fish and Game called for 8 percent. What was eventually approved was a blend
of proposals, which created 15 distinct reserves and put about 8 percent of the region's water
off limits to anglers.

The state marine refuge program has been evolving since 1999, when the California Legislature
passed the Marine Life Protection Act, legislation that called for a network of reserves along
the coast.



But nothing substantive happened until Schwarzenegger initiated stakeholder discussions two
years ago. This ultimately led to the commission's consideration of the Central Coast refuge
designations. The refuge plan must still go under environmental review before it can become
law.

There was a fair degree of carping about the fish refuges at Tuesday's meeting in Monterey.
About 500 people attended, and some tempers were frayed by the end of the meeting. Just
before the vote, Commissioner Richard Rogers angrily alluded to rumors of violence threatened
by audience members.

"There have been allegations of physical threats so serious the wardens (who provide meeting
security) had to be notified," said Rogers, who didn't elaborate.

Generally, fishing groups felt the commission's preferred alternative was too tough, putting too
much water off limits to commercial fishing and angling. Environmentalists countered that their
plan provided the minimal protections needed by rockfish and other near-shore marine life.

Jim Martin, a regional director for the Recreational Fishing Alliance, favored a more lenient
compromise. The adopted plan restricts too much water and anglers will be shut out of some of
the best fishing grounds, he said.

"The Morro Bay and Avila region could really get hurt. (Regulators) have grabbed every rocky
headland so people won't have many (fishing) options," he said.

Zeke Grader, the executive director of the Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen's
Associations, said refuges alone shouldn't be considered a sufficient response to the threats
facing coastal fisheries.

"Whatever option you choose won't save a fishery stock or cause its extinction," Grader said,
adding that state regulators should focus on cutting ocean pollution caused by cities.

Environmentalists cited numerous scientific studies that found fish populations benefited from
establishing marine refuges. Such reserves, they said, can harbor large numbers of big, mature
fish, which can "seed" adjacent areas with their young.

"What we have underwater is as precious as the Grand Canyon, but we're playing catch-up on
the oceans," said Karen Garrison, the ocean programs coordinator for the Natural Resources
Defense Council. "(Reserves) are hard to create, but they're something we can all be proud of."

Garrison also argued that state officials should expand the planned protections for the area
around Ano Nuevo Island. Without a ban on squid and salmon fishing, marine animals would
still struggle to find sufficient food, Garrison said.

John Ugoretz with the state Department of Fish and Game said a refuge had to be practical to
be effective.

"We tried to simplify (things) as much as possible," Ugoretz told commissioners. "If you create
a resolution that is difficult to follow, people may break the regulations."

But some at the meeting said the entire effort was misdirected.
"This focuses exclusively on commercial and recreational fish species," said Judah Sanders, a
San Luis Obispo scuba instructor. "It just puts lines around swatches of ocean. There hasn't

been enough research."

Sanders said regulators should put more effort into identifying areas with special biological
significance.



"We also need to protect some really trashed areas, so we can use them for baseline data. We
can compare their recoveries to more desirable habitats."

Commissioner Bob Hattoy said the final plan didn't go far enough.
"It is a compromise of a compromise," he said. "We had a chance to be historic tonight, and all
we were was adequate. We had an opportunity to run a great race, and we barely stumbled

across the finish line."

E-mail Glen Martin at glenmartin@sfchronicle.com.
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