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Oregon’s Kelp Forests



• Bull kelp canopy 
with understory 
spp.

• Can only grow on 
rocky substrate

• Extensive forests 
lining the south 
coast from Cape 
Arago to Brookings

Oregon’s Kelp 
Forests







First Task: Document 
the Problem

With support of Sen. Merkley and 
Sen. Wyden, ORKA received NOAA 

funds to assess the Status of 
Oregon’s Kelp Forests



A Group Effort

• Co-authors: Tom Calvanese, Sarah Gravem, Aaron Galloway, Delaney 
Chabot, Emily Vidusic, Natalee Webster

• Contributors and Collaborators: Dan Abbott, Diana Hollingshead, Jim 
Burke, Doug Batson, Anne Mefford, Aubrey Taradash, Lindsay Aylesworth, Kevin 
Buch, Stephanie Fields, Scott Marion, Steve Rumrill, Moritz Schmid, Kendall 
Smith, Leigh Torres, Miles Rough, Ryan Grant, Eli Cronin, Brendan Feely, Faith 
Townsend, Caroline Rice, Tate Scarpaci, Justin Myers and Patrick Barber



GOAL: 1) Assess current conditions of Oregon’s kelp forests and 2) 
compare to past conditions to understand changes
• Historical and ongoing time series from ODFW and Reef Check
• Diving: ~170 SCUBA surveys
• Drones: 21 drone surveys

Left: Divers take a surface interval on South 
Coast Tour’s The Black Pearl in between survey 
dives. Right: Sara conducts a drone-based kelp 
forest survey at Sister’s Rock State Park

How did we assess status?



Status Report Takeaways

1. ~70% less bull kelp in 2022 than 
2010

2. Large swaths of historic kelp 
forest habitat supported little to 
no kelp 

3. Increasing purple urchin 
densities a key driver

4. Exciting signs of resilience



The Oregon Kelp Forest 
Stewardship Initiative



The Oregon Kelp Forest 
Stewardship Initiative

• New grant from NOAA NMFS Office 
of Habitat Conservation to support 
restoration and protection work

• Sen. Jeff Merkley, Sen. Ron Wyden, 
and Rep. Val Hoyle provided support

• Will fund 2 years of work at 6 sites 
across the coast

• May 2025 - June 2027



Where?

6 sites across the 
coast that 

community 
members helped 

us identify as 
priorities



Where?

6 sites across the 
coast that 

community 
members helped 

us identify as 
priorities



How?

Grazer Control
Harvest and cull purple 

urchins from sites of interest

Kelp Seeding
Outplant bull kelp and 
boosting spore supply

Sea Star Recovery
Promote sunflower sea 

star recovery at kelp 
restoration sites

Active Kelp Forest Restoration and Protection



Who?

• Commercial urchin divers
• Reef Check
• Community science divers
• Tribal members
• ORKA Mariculture Team
• University of Oregon and 

Oregon State University 
scientists and students



Oregon Restorative Kelp 
Mariculture Project



- Commercial kelp cultivation & 
ecosystem restoration through 
market-based solutions

- Partnerships with local fishermen 
for economic diversification

- Multiple value streams (livestock 
feed, soil amendments, fertilizer, 
food, reproductive spores)





Barnacle Sea Foods

Seagrove Kelp Co



Looking to the future!

• $4.5 million ask to NOAA for restoration 
• Pledge to the global Kelp Forest Challenge
• Captive breeding program for sunflower sea stars
• Local stewardship cohorts
• Deepening Tribal engagement





THANK YOU!
Questions?

sara.hamilton@oregonkelpalliance.com
carl.hendrickson@oregonkelpalliance.com



~70% less bull kelp in 2022

2022 vs. 2010 – 67-73% decline in bull kelp 
area. That’s about 900 acres. 

Losses not spread evenly across the coast. 
Some places display near total lost. Some 

show small gains.



Purple urchins as a key driver



Signs of Life

2023 was a 
historically good year 
for bull kelp around 
Cape Foulweather

2023 Otter Crest



Signs of Life
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