
2020–2025 SAVE THE WAVES 1

SAVE THE WAVES
STRATEGIC PLAN 2020 -2025



2 SAVE THE WAVES   STRATEGIC PLAN
 

2020–2025 SAVE THE WAVES 3

Darshan Gooch ©Nikki Brooks
Cover Photo ©Nikki Brooks



4 SAVE THE WAVES   STRATEGIC PLAN
 

2020–2025 SAVE THE WAVES 5

BACKGROUND 

THE PROBLEM

THE OPPORTUNITY 

SUMMARY OF STRATEGY 

THEORY OF CHANGE 

PROGRAM STRATEGIES

PROTECT 
 STEWARD 

DEFEND

IMPACT METRICS

ORGANIZATIONAL MODELS

MARKETING & COMMUNICATIONS

FUNDRAISING

STAFFING PLAN

SPECIAL THANKS

6

8

10

12

14

15

TABLE OF CONTENTS

20

22

24

26

27

28



6 SAVE THE WAVES   STRATEGIC PLAN
 

2020–2025 SAVE THE WAVES 7

BACKGROUND

We  use a unique combination of protected area 
creation, stewardship and grassroots mobilization.  

Launched in 2003, we are the only international 
organization solely dedicated to protecting surf 
ecosystems around the world. We mobilize people 
to protect the places they love.

This strategic plan reflects the new category of 
conservation which STW is spearheading: surf 
ecosystem conservation. 

Our ambitious new global goal to protect 1,000 surf 
ecosystems by 2030 will require new approaches to 
scale STW’s already impressive conservation wins.

Save The Waves Coalition (STW) protects, stewards and 
defends surf ecosystems around the globe in coalition with 
like-minded organizations.

We define surf ecosystems as “the land to sea 
interface that create the conditions for breaking, 
rideable waves, and the flora and fauna and human 
communities that are dependent upon it.”

Put simply, a surf ecosystem is more than a wave: 
it’s the interconnection between the geophysical 
(bathymetry, watersheds, sediment flow), the 
biological (biodiversity and productivity of the plants 
and animals), and the socioeconomic interactions 

FIGURE 1: SURF ECOSYSTEM DEFINITION

OUR MISSION
To protect surf ecosystems across the globe.

OUR VISION
A world where surf ecosystems are valued 
and protected around the world, and surfing 
provides a proactive vehicle for long-term 
coastal conservation.

OUR GOAL
To protect 1,000 surf ecosystems by 2030, in 
alignment with the IUCN 30 x 30 goals.

(human wellbeing, economies and cultures) that 
make a place special.

Protecting surf ecosystems in turn protects 
marine habitat and biodiversity, maintains the 
resilience of the coast, safeguards local livelihoods 
and contributes to people’s well-being. We use 
surfing to create support and momentum for 
larger coastal conservation efforts and impacts. 

WHAT IS A SURF ECOSYSTEM?

Gold Coast World Surfing Reserve
 ©Sean Scott
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THE PROBLEM

Surf and coastal ecosystems are some of the most 
biodiverse places on Earth, yet these ecosystems 
are being degraded rapidly due to unsustainable 
coastal development, erosion, sewage, marine 

Coastal marine ecosystems, surf breaks and waves 
are under threat from human activities causing habitat 
degradation and destruction.

COASTAL
DEVELOPMENT

Harbors, jetties, seawalls, coastal armoring, breakwaters 
and beach-front construction can destroy or alter both 
waves and coastal ecosystems.

WATER QUALITY &
WATERSHED DEGRADATION

Industrial waste, fertilizers, sewage, toxic runoff, and 
pesticides have negative effects on the health of surfers 
and nearshore marine life around the world.

SEA LEVEL RISE &
COASTAL EROSION

While coastal erosion is perfectly natural, development 
along the coast has made it worse, and climate change 
induced sea level rise has made it much worse.

CORAL REEF IMPACT

Corals are destroyed through harmful run-off, 
destructive fishing practices, and climate change. Both 
the critical ecosystems and the structures that create 
the waves that we love are lost. 

PLASTIC TRASH &
MARINE DEBRIS

Plastic trash and marine debris impact the coastal 
environment, economy, and the health and safety of 
surfers and marine life in surf ecosystems.

LOSS OF ACCESS

Development and privatization of the coast cuts 
off local access and enjoyment to some of the most 
beautiful places in the world. 

Punta Conejo, Oaxaca, Mexico 
© Jesus Monroy Camacho

debris and the global impacts of climate change. 
Save The Waves has identified 6 key threats to surf 
ecosystems globally:
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THE OPPORTUNITY

The world is rallying around an ambitious set of 
new targets to protect our oceans, and nations 
are actively working to expand marine protection 
through the creation of Marine Protected Areas.

The United Nations (UN) set a target for global 
ocean protection at 10% of coastal and marine 
areas by 2030 under the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD). The UN Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG 14) reaffirms this commitment. 

The International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) has expanded that target, calling for the 
protection of at least 30% of the ocean by 2030.

We’re mobilizing a passionate global community around 
a cutting-edge approach to marine protection: surf 
conservation.

FIGURE 2: BIODIVERSITY HOTSPOTS

World Surfing Reserves

Marine Biodiversity Hotspots

Surfing Hotspots

From a conservation priority perspective, we 
are focused on places around the world where 
iconic surfing waves overlap with biodiversity 
hotspots and habitats that are critically important 
for marine conservation. STW, in partnership with 
Conservation International, recently conducted a 

study showing that ~85% of the world’s 50 top surf 
sites are located in global biodiversity hotspots for 
marine or terrestrial conservation, as defined by the 
Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF). The 
map below shows the 50 globally important surfing 
areas overlaid with Biodiversity hotspots.

Save The Waves’ goal of protecting 1,000 surf 
ecosystems is a marine protected area strategy in 
line with the global trajectory for increasing the 
protection and effective management of our oceans.

There are an estimated 35 million surfers worldwide, 
and surfing has become a 12 billion-dollar industry 
with an appeal that extends far beyond the 
immediate surf culture. Surfing has an immense 
cultural power as well the potential to be a 
sustainable development source of funding. 

Biodiversity Hotspots & Surf Ecosystems

Terrestrial Biodiversity Hotspots

Guarda do Embaú WSR Dedication
 ©Plinio Bordin
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SUMMARY OF STRATEGY

•   We are shifting our programmatic focus squarely to 
conservation impact through three strategies.

•   We are expanding our commitment to a networked 
organizational model.

•   Our fundraising will be more focused on relationship 
building with foundations making multi-year 
commitments, innovative corporate collaborations 
and major donors.

•   Our marketing and communications will be tailored 
to specific audience targets and will function to 
communicate STW’s impact.

Save The Waves is engaging in major 
strategic shifts to meet our new goals:

Bahía de Todos Santos World Surfing Reserve
©Nikki Brooks
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In order to effect this change, we are building coalitions around three main strategies: Protected Area 
Creation, Stewardship and Grassroots Mobilization. In other words, we mobilize local communities to protect 
their surf ecosystems and corresponding marine resources through the creation and effective management 
of surf protected areas.

THEORY OF CHANGE

We believe that legally protected areas, effective stewardship 
and a mobilized constituency result in healthy and protected 
surf ecosystems.

FIGURE 3: THEORY OF CHANGE

We create well-managed protected areas in high priority 
coastal ecosystems that overlap with high quality surf. 

We use a combination of voluntary conservation 
agreements, economic incentives, coalition building and 
regulatory frameworks to achieve this goal by creating 
individual World Surfing Reserves and Surf Protected 
Area Networks.

Strategy A1: World Surfing Reserves (WSRs)

Our WSRs serve as a model standard for preserving wave 
breaks and their surrounding areas by recognizing and 
protecting key environmental, cultural and economic 
attributes in coastal communities against specific, local 
threats. This approach uses a combination of economic 
incentives (including “surfonomics” studies in partnership 
with local universities), voluntary conservation agreements, 
marketing and the formation of a Local Stewardship 
Council (LSC). This process often leads to some form of 
legal protection.

Goal: 20 WSRs created and actively managed by local 
stewardship councils (LSCs), 200 surf ecosystems 
protected

•   WSRs created in Strategic Regions (Brazil, Costa Rica, Fiji)

•   Stewardship Plans in place and WSRs effectively managed

•   Surf economics and conservation financing economic 
models defined

•   WSRs publicly dedicated and financing structure clear

•   WSR network integrated and strengthened

•   STW thought leadership on surf conservation established

PROGRAM STRATEGIES

PROTECT: PROTECTED AREAS STRATEGY

Noosa World Surfing Reserve
© Paul Smith
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We engage and aid communities in the ongoing 
effective management of surf ecosystems. 

Stewardship allows us to safeguard the conservation 
gains made through our protected areas program. 
Both the Stewardship Platform and the Save The 
Waves App empower the global surfing community 
to  monitor the health of their surf ecosystems 
by using technology tools to identify threats and 
participate in the mitigation of those threats.

Strategy B1: Stewardship Projects and Resources

Stewardship projects support the coalition and local 
communities by providing resources that make it 
possible to target specific threats that directly impact 
habitat. They deepen our ongoing engagement and 
add value to the coalition. 

Resources provided - tools, data, connections, 
communication platforms and funding - will vary 
by location and threat type.  We plan to create a 
funding platform designed to crowdsource funds 
that will flow through the platform to coalition 
members, tackling urgent threats in our regional 
priority locations. 

Goal: Threats identified and reduced in 150 surf 
ecosystems

Strategy B2: Engagement and Monitoring Tools 
for Conservation - Save The Waves Mobile App

The Save The Waves App crowdsources data from 
coastal users who identify key threats like illegal 
development, marine debris and poor water quality. 

Using smart phone technology users snap a photo 
of the impacted site that is geotagged by the 
phones GPS. This data is then shared with on the 
ground practitioners and coastal agencies.

Goal: Threats identified and reduced in 150 surf 
ecosystems

Strategy A2: Surf Protected Areas Networks 
(SPANs)

Our SPAN project establishes a systematic approach 
to conserving large numbers of surf ecosystems that 
can scale quickly. 

SPANs are defined as, “A collection of individual 
marine and coastal protected areas around surfing 
locations, operating cooperatively and synergistically, 
at various spatial scales, and with a variety of 
legal mechanisms enforced by local communities 
and governments.”

Goal: 30 SPANs created (target 3 per region), 500 surf 
ecosystems legally protected and managed

•   SPANs created in priorities regions (first: Mexico, 
Indonesia, Costa Rica, Fiji, Brazil, Peru, and Chile) 
and operative with effective management plans

•   Political will created for SPANs

•   National and regional level policy enacted, 
expanded, created or announced

•   Surf conservation economic models and finance 
mechanisms developed

•   Strategic partnerships secured to scale the SPAN 
approach

•   STW thought leadership established

•   Eliminate 150 specific threats to protected 
areas and key surf ecosystems with a 
stewardship platform

•   20,000 people living on the coast are 
empowered to be active “stewards” in the 
protection of surf ecosystems through the App

SURF CONSERVATION 
PARTNERSHIP

Save The Waves and Conservation 
International have formed the SCP 
to realize three common goals 
around creating legally protected surf 
ecosystems:  

• Creating or influencing national 
policy around surf protected area 
creations

• Creation of effective and 
appropriate Protected Area 
Networks

• Creating Sustainable Finance for 
Protected Areas using surf tourism 
and revenue   

STEWARD: STEWARDSHIP STRATEGY

Indonesian Wave
© Will Henry

Save The Waves App
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Our campaigns inspire action that results in 
conservation. Changing behavior is central to achieving 
our conservation outcomes and positive emotions like 
security and pride in place are effective at eliciting 
engagement and action. Our Regional Campaigns 
inspire pride in place and Our Endangered Waves 
Campaigns enable coastal communities to defend 
their surf ecosystems and at the same time socialize 
the change.

Goal: 5 branded campaigns, 10 regional campaigns, 
150 surf ecosystems defended

•   Endangered Waves Campaigns target pressing 
threats

•           Regional Campaigns market and facilitate SPAN 
creation 

Strategy C2: Storytelling -  Stories that Inspire 
Conservation Action

We use our unique surf conservation brand and 
marketing experience to tell stories that inspire people 
to action. This strategy allows us to tap into a real love 
for the ocean and local surf ecosystems, amplifying 
our conservation impact through targeted, curated 
content - stories that inspire people to action.

Goal: Inspire 1M people to take action for their local 
surf ecosystems and STWs mission

•   Deliver the International STW Film Festival and 
stories that inspire conservation action

•   Brands marketing STW’s mission to generate 
potential leads 

•   Generate potential leads through brands who 
market STW’s mission.

FIGURE 4: PHASED REGIONAL PRIORITIES

There are 10 regions we hypothesize to 
hold the most value for WSR and SPAN 
creation. 

We analyzed: the number of potential 
surfing waves, biodiversity hotspots, 
ecosystem types, existing marine 
conservation laws and capacity on the 
ground. Of those 10, we have prioritized 
the following regions listed in Figure 4. 

To date, the film festival has been a 
major production for Save The Waves. 
Moving forward, we will produce 

“film fest in a box” - an easy-to-share, 
downloadable version. The films will 
highlight surf conservation and be 
shown in STW’s priority regions. 

Additionally, we will research 
distribution possibilties in order to 
expand our reach, with a version 
accessible to surf communities, surf 
shops and surf schools.

SAVE THE WAVES 
FILM FESTIVAL

DEFEND: GRASSROOTS MOBILIZATION PROGRAM PRIORITY REGIONS & LOCATION SITES

STW Short Film “The Slide”
© Nikki Brooks

Santuario Piedra del Viento, Chile
© Juan Luis De Heeckeren
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IMPACT METRICS

Reaching our goal of protecting 1,000 surf 
ecosystems will have measurable impact.

•   Protecting 700 surf ecosystems by establishing at 
least 50 Surf Protected Area Networks and WSRs, 
covering an area of over 300,000 sq km.

•   Reducing or eliminating threats at 300 surf 
ecosystems, through stewardship technology 
and campaigns.

•   Engaging 1,000,000 people in taking actions 
resulting in effective stewardship, successful 
campaign results or legal protection of 
surf ecosystems.

Playa Hermosa World Surfing Reserve
© Esteban Delgado
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FIGURE 6: ORGANIZATIONAL MODEL

ORGANIZATIONAL MODELS

We use this “process model” for conservation planning in each of our project sites for protected areas, 
stewardship projects and campaigns. The 6-step process involves: intake and outreach, prioritization, 
analysis and coalition-building, community planning, implementation, monitoring and financing.

HOW WE WORK

FIGURE 5: PROCESS MODEL

CONSULTATIVE

Lowest level of interaction: we provide tools and 
communications support.

FACILITORY

Medium level interaction: we provide the structure, 
the process, the facilitation and financial support 
(if needed), but implementation is done by the 
coalition partners.

PLENARY

Highest level of interaction: we provide the 
structure, process, facilitation, implementation 
and financing.

Over the past 15 years STW has demonstrated 
success as a leader of surf conservation and coalition 
building. 

We create strategic coalitions to tackle each of these 
strategies. In selecting partners on the ground, we 
find common interests, fill capacity gaps based 
on strengths, and set common goals to have an 
outsized impact in the places we work. Through this 
work STW has built a reputation of trust working 
with local partners around the world. 

We engage with our strategic partners at three 
levels based on local capacity and need: consultative, 
faciliatory and plenary.

COALITION-BUILDING IS OUR SPECIAL SAUCE

OUR STRUCTURE & FUNCTIONALITY

Santa Cruz Paddleout
© Nikki Brooks
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FIGURE 7: BLUEPRINT

MARKETING & COMMUNICATIONS

We believe in content that uses quality storytelling to 
highlight our work as pioneers in surf conservation in 
order to leverage interest, leads and inspiration.

1. GOVERNMENTS

2. COALITION AND NGO PARTNERS

3. INDIVIDUALS AND COMMUNITY MEMBERS

4. FOUNDATIONS

5. HIGH NET WORTH INDIVIDUALS

6. CORPORATE AND CONSUMER BRANDS

7. TECHNOLOGY COMPANIES

We will tailor our marketing efforts to seven target 
audiences. These groups will either take action as 
part of the coalition or provide resources for us to 
achieve our goals and impact.

The following blueprint outlines the processes and 
technology that empowers each of these target 
audiences to engage in surf conservation.

Indonesia
© Will Henry
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FUNDRAISING

Fundraising will focus on long-term relationship 
building to generate sustainable and predictable 
funding. The majority of our fundraising effort will be 
with foundations, major donors and coalition partners.

Save The Waves will accomplish this fundraising 
through the following strategies: 

STAFFING PLAN

FIGURE 9: STAFFING PLANFIGURE 8: FIVE YEAR REVENUE PLAN

SOURCE

GOAL: 

Foundations &  Grants 
Corporate Contributions 
Individual Contributions 
Events & Trips 
Merch & Co-branding

$500,000 
$300,000 
$300,000 
$100,000 
$50,000

$1,250,000 $2,000,000

$600,000 
$500,000 
$600,000 
$150,000 
$150,000

Low 
Low 
Medium 
High 
Medium

2020 2025 COST

Objectives for Fundraising

• Engage foundations and new foundation prospects

• Engage high net worth individuals and new funding 
prospects

• Launch and test small donation program

• Engage corporate sponsors and consumer brands

• Test new models of fundraising with tech companies 
and corporate marketing departments
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and leadership. 
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and Lucile Packard Foundation for the support. 

Thank you Sprout Studios and Ben Rewis. 
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Madeira. © Will Henry
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