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This Impact Report covers the activity and progress 

of Save The Waves Coalition in 2021.
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We couldn’t have accomplished this valuable work 
without the support of our Coalition members. You 
helped us make an impact and, for that, we are 
truly grateful. 

Yet, 2021 was also a year of deep introspection. 
We have long-integrated sea level rise and coastal 
resilience into our work, but now is the time to act 
and take our pledge a step further. 

At this profound moment in history, every 
conservation organization must become a 
climate organization. Our mission to protect surf 
ecosystems is under threat. We must initiate both 
mitigation and adaptation to ensure resilience in 
our coastlines. Therefore, Save The Waves will 
leverage our programs and tools to put climate 
change front and center in every place we work.

We have a long road ahead of us. As CEO, I’m 
grateful to have the support of our amazing staff, 
Board of Directors, global partners, advisors, 
Ambassadors and friends. 

As a Coalition, we will rise to meet the challenge. 

Sincerely, 

Nik Strong-Cvetich, CEO of Save The Waves

Dear Save The Waves Supporter,

Like the year before it, 2021 was not easy for any 
of us. The pandemic, climate issues, racial injustice, 
and economic instability led to uncertainty 
about the best paths forward for ourselves, our 
communities and future generations. 

What hadn’t changed was the importance of 
the places we love - the places where we spent 
time with our family and friends, and where we 
reconnected with ourselves. 

More often than not, we went to our coastal 
backyard and surf ecosystems to find and enjoy 
what we truly cared about.

These places are more important to preserve 
than ever and Save The Waves has continued to 
look towards our goal of protecting 1,000 surf 
ecosystems by 2030. 

Together, with our amazing partners on the 
ground, we helped PROTECT 25 surf ecosystems, 
created new protected areas in Mexico, and laid 
key groundwork in places like Costa Rica and the 
Azores.

We reached over 35 countries with our Save The 
Waves App to monitor and STEWARD coastlines in 
need. 

Plus, our staff led and supported critical campaign 
work in Oaxaca, Mexico; Katoku, Japan; and The 
Maldives to DEFEND endangered waves.

LETTER FROM OUR CEO



 SAVE THE WAVES 3

VICTORIES AT A GLANCE
2021

Created the first state park in Baja, 
California with our partners at 
Pronatura Noroeste, providing lasting 
protection for the iconic San Miguel 

wave and 67 hectares of green space.

Launched international campaigns in 
The Maldives and Katoku, Japan to 

defend endangered waves.

Kickstarted the process to create 
Surf Protected Area Networks in 
the Azores, an autonomous island 
archipelago of Portugal, and helped 
elevate surfing communities with the 

Blue Azores program.

Completed crucial research and 
technical reports to help identify 
and prioritize surf breaks for legal 
protection in the Azores, Costa Rica, 

Fiji and Mexico.

Finalized a Surfonomics report in Playa 
Hermosa, Costa Rica in partnership 

with SandS.

Announced our #1000WAVES campaign 
to protect 1,000 surf ecosystems by 
2030, in alignment with IUCN goals.

Introduced a new version of our Save 
The Waves App to feature multiple 
languages, new threat subcategories 
and improved data sharing.

Hosted our second-ever Dirty Wave 
Challenge, a global competition 
to report at-risk coastlines for a 
$5K Stewardship Grant, receiving 
submissions from 14 countries and 7 
U.S. states.

Expanded our collaboration with 
Conservation International through the 
Surf Conservation Partnership, creating 
20 new surf protected areas.

Grew our Coalition team - with new 
staff members and on-the-ground 
coordinators - and added Easkey 
Britton and Eric Co to our Board of 
Directors.

© Ryan Craig
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ABOUT SAVE THE WAVES

WHO WE ARE

Launched in 2003, we are the only organization 
solely dedicated to protecting surf ecosystems 
around the world. 

OUR MISSION

Save The Waves’ mission is to protect surf ecosystems 
across the globe.

WHAT WE DO

We build coalitions to protect, steward, and defend 
surf ecosystems through a unique combination of 
protected area creation, stewardship and grassroots 
mobilization.  See figure below.

Save The Waves Coalition (STW) is an international nonprofit 
that works with diverse organizations dedicated to protecting 
surf ecosystems. 

OUR VISION

Our vision is a world where surf ecosystems are 
valued and where surfing provides a proactive 
vehicle for long-term coastal conservation.

THE COALITION

We are a Coalition - it’s in the name. We work 
with organizations and individuals at a grassroots 
level on an international scale – enabling local 
surf breaks to be protected by the communities 
that cherish them the most.
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WHY IS 2030 A TARGET DATE?

surfing waves overlap with biodiversity hotspots 
and habitats that are critically important for marine 
conservation.

Save The Waves believes that the surfing 
community holds immense knowledge, passion 
and responsibility for the coastlines and surf 
breaks we visit. We’re devoted to mobilizing our 
global surfing community for good. 

PROTECT 1000 WAVES BY 2030

Our most ambitious goal yet!
Save The Waves is committed to protecting surf ecosystems - the 
unique coastal zones that create breaking waves, provide crucial 
habitats for wildlife, and offer sanctuary for the local communities 
that depend on its preservation. 

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

STW’s 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.

From a conservation priority perspective, we are 
focused on places around the world where iconic 
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2021

PROGRAMS
& IMPACT
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Santa Cruz World Surfing Reserve
©  Ryan Craig



8 SAVE THE WAVES   
�

PROTECT
We protect surf ecosystems by creating well-managed 

protected areas in high priority coastal zones that 

overlap with high quality surf.

© Ryan Craig
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WORLD SURFING 
RESERVES (WSR)

Our flagship program proactively identifies, 
designates and preserves outstanding waves, 
surf zones and their surrounding environments 
across the globe. The World Surfing Reserves 
program is the model standard for preserving 
wave breaks by recognizing and protecting key 
environmental, cultural and economic attributes 
in coastal communities.

WSRs represent a global network of designated 
surfing reserves that are managed, implemented 
and protected by local communities.

PROGRAM
LOCATIONS

• World Surfing Reserves
• Surf Protected Area Networks
 
*  Locations reflect both completed and ongoing work 

**  Surf Conservation Partnership projects are labeled     

     with ‘SCP’ 

• Bahía de Todos Santos, MX
• Ericeira, PT
• Gold Coast, AUS
• Guarda do Embaú, BR
• Huanchaco, PE
• Malibu, CA, USA

• Manly Beach, AUS
• Noosa, AUS
• Playa Hermosa, CR
• Punta de Lobos, CL
• Santa Cruz, CA, USA

• Azores SPAN
• Chile SPAN
• Costa Rica SPAN (SCP)
• Fiji SPAN (SCP)
• Indonesia SPAN (SCP)
• Mexico SPAN

SURF PROTECTED AREA 
NETWORKS (SPAN)

The Surf Protected Area Network (SPAN) 
program is a new approach for marine and coastal 
conservation that combines the legal protection 
of ecosystems with sustainable community 
development. 

Our SPAN program establishes a systematic 
approach to conserving large numbers of surf 
ecosystems that can scale quickly. This approach 
follows a six-step process to identify, implement, 
and locally manage Surf Protected Areas around 
the world. 
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In a historic moment for environmental and surf 
conservation, the first state park in Baja California, 
Mexico was officially approved, providing long-
lasting protection for the iconic San Miguel wave 
alongside 67 hectares of green space. 

The local initiative - spearheaded by Pronatura 
Noroeste AC and joined by international nonprofit 
Save The Waves - had been in the works for years. 
In September 2021, the campaign to legally protect 
San Miguel became a reality.

Photo Right: The Azores © Ryan Craig

San Miguel is a culturally significant site and 
considered the birthplace of Mexican surfing. 
Formed by the sand and cobblestones at the base 
of the watershed, this classic wave remains one of 
the most beloved breaks in Baja California.

Arroyo San Miguel State Park preserves 6 
kilometers of the watershed – a hub of biodiversity 
and a critical riparian ecosystem – safeguards 
drinking water for local residents, and provides a 
public greenspace for the community of Ensenada.

WSR HIGHLIGHT:
BAJA CA’S FIRST STATE PARK

San Miguel © Nacho Félix

WHY IT MATTERS:

“San Miguel is a place of gathering for many 
families and friends. And the sport of surfing 
has continued and prospered through the new 
generations of Mexican families. It is something 
that fathers have passed on to their sons and 
daughters and friends. And is enjoyed by all.”

“Es un paso muy importante, ya que no contamos 
con ninguna Área Natural Protegida Estatal en 
Baja California, es abrir el camino para poder 
designar mas y asi poder contar con un sistema 
estatal de áreas protegidas.”

Nacho Félix
Ensenada-Based Surf Photographer

Gabriela Caloca
Coordinadora del Programa de Conservación de 
Agua y Humedales en Pronatura Noroeste A.C.
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Save The Waves began to unroll our Surf 
Protected Area Networks program in the 
Azores in one of our most innovative projects 
to date. 

Working through the Blue Azores program with 
Waitt Foundation, we are harnessing the power 
of surfing and mobilizing surf communities. 

The Azores is at a critical moment and on 
the cutting edge of creating and managing a 
broad network of Marine Protected Areas. This 
Atlantic Portuguese archipelago falls within 
the Mediterranean biodiversity hotspot and its 
marine environment has an immense cultural 
value to the islands.

Our goal is to create additional marine 
protected areas in line with the IUCN 30 x 30 
goals in the Azores and incorporate surfing 
into current protected area management plans.

SPAN HIGHLIGHT:
NEW WORK IN AZORES

“Surfing in the Azores brings 
me back to the foundations of 
what is so magnetic about the 
sport. Unique and biodiverse surf 
ecosystems that harbor so much life 
and power, and showcase the raw 
beauty of nature.“

João de Macedo
Azores Coordinator, Big Wave Surfer and 
Save The Waves Ambassador 
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TOOLS FOR PROTECTED AREAS

Surf Conservation Index
In 2021, Save The Waves completed crucial technical 
reports to help identify and prioritize surf breaks 
for legal protection in the Azores, Costa Rica, Fiji 
and Mexico. An individual Surf Conservation Index 
(SCI) reflects hundreds of hours of research, data 
collection and careful analysis.

How We Use It:

Each report allows Save The Waves and other 
stakeholders to prioritize individual site locations 
based on surf quality, human pressure and 
response, and key social and ecological indicators. 

This framework helps us understand the complexity 
between humans and the environment. 

Most importantly, each report helps facilitate 
communication between different groups of 
relevant stakeholders. A SCI is the beginning of 
a conversation that intiates the process towards 
meaningful conservation.
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Playa Hermosa, Costa Rica © Esteban Delgado

Lobitos, Peru @Henry Espinoza

SURFONOMICS: THE VALUE OF A WAVE

Lobitos, Peru
Lobitos is a perfect example of how a small village 
can benefit from, and depend on, the preservation 
of a world-class wave.

Research findings indicate surfing attracted 8,586 
surf tourists to Lobitos in 2019. On average, they 
stayed for 8 days in the village. This suggests surf 
tourism contributed approximately US $3.6 million 
to the local economy, a significant economic 
contribution.

This study was carried out by the local nonprofit 
EcoSwell. It was written and analyzed with the 
Federal University of Santa Catarina Surf and 
Sustainability Research group (SandS).

Playa Hermosa, Costa Rica
Popularly known as Costa Rica’s ‘National Stadium 
of Surfing’, Playa Hermosa’s 7km stretch of beach 
is one of the most consistent beach breaks in the 
country and a hub for surf tourism. 

It was found that 83% of surfers staying overnight 
are international tourists, with almost half coming 
from North America. In total, Playa Hermosa 
attracts an estimated 15,000 surf tourists per year. 

Research revealed that the total direct contribution 
from surfing to Playa Hermosa’s economy is 
approximately US $14 million per year, making it a 
key source of income to the local community.

This study was conducted by Save The Waves in 
partnership with local nonprofit Jacó Impact and 
the Federal University of Santa Catarina Surf and 
Sustainability Research Group (SandS) in Brazil. 
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SURF CONSERVATION PARTNERSHIP

WHY IT MATTERS:

“For me, conservation is a lifeline, both for us and other species. Surf ecosystems 

in Costa Rica are valued – nationally and internationally – and it’s important that 

they are recognized, cherished and protected. Protecting these ecosystems is 

vital to continue to enjoy the well-being that they bring to us.”

Laura Zumbado
Costa Rica SPANs Coordinator

The Surf Conservation Partnership is a strategic 
alliance between Conservation International and 
Save The Waves that expands our impact towards 
protecting the world’s best waves and the coastal 
ecosystems that surround them.

In 2021, we worked together on the Surf Protected 
Area Networks in Costa Rica, Fiji and Indonesia.

Costa Rica

We established the Playa Hermosa World Surfing 
Reserve and a stewardship plan for protecting the 
area‘s biodiversity and unique surf attributes.

In addition to our Surf Conservation Index (which 
helped select candidate sites for Surf Protected 
Areas throughout Costa Rica), we also completed 
a Regional Profile for the Central Pacific Coast.

Indonesia

We protected 20 high-quality waves and 
their surrounding ecosystems by creating 10 
government-approved Surf Protected Areas on 
the Indonesian islands of Morotai, Biak, Sumba, 
and Bali.

These protected areas will help address 
overfishing, coral and sand mining, and 
deforestation across 100,000 hectares (250,000 
acres), benefiting 15,000 community members.

Fiji

We conducted an assessment of the best 
candidate locations for Surf Protected Areas 
across the Fijian archipelago. We also began 
community outreach and partnership planning.

Photo Right: Playa Hermosa World Surfing Reserve © Dixiana Salas
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STEWARD
We engage and aid communities in the ongoing 

effective management of surf ecosystems.

© Ryan Craig
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Version 2.0 Improved for 
Increased Impact 
Save The Waves released the newest version of 
our award-winning app that empowers surfers and 
beach-goers worldwide to report coastal threats.

With the latest update, the app now has a wide-
range of subcategories to help further identify 
problems, in addition to the main six threat 
categories to choose from. 

In 2021, Save The Waves made additional strides to 
help achieve our ultimate app goal: crowdsourcing 
data for conservation efforts. With a new partner-
sharing network and commitment to open source 
data, the app can better address reported issues 
and find solutions.

Other upgrades include language accessibility 
in French, Spanish and Portuguese, as well as 
educational information about our flagship 
program, World Surfing Reserves. 

SAVE THE WAVES APP

New User Downloads: 2,199

New Reported Threats: 174

Hands-on Training: Approx. 500 people trained 
(in-person and virtually) 

38 Regions with Users: United States, Canada, 
Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Costa Rica, 
Jamaica, Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic, Saint 
Croix, Ecuador, Peru, Chile, Brazil, Argentina, 
French Polynesia, Cabo Verde, Morocco, Portugal, 
Spain, France, Italy, Netherlands, United Kingdom, 
Ukraine, Israel, India, Sri Lanka, Maldives, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Australia, Japan, Taiwan, New Zealand, 
Fiji, Kenya and South Africa

Endorsed as a Decade Action from UNESCO‘s 
Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission 
program, ‘UN Decade of Ocean Science and 
Sustainable Development‘
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Dirty Wave Challenge
In September 2021, Save The Waves launched our 
second-ever Dirty Wave Challenge, a worldwide 
competition that encouraged everyday beach-
goers and surfers to report trashed and threatened 
beaches. 

The prize was a $5,000 Stewardship Grant. The 
winner awarded these funds will work alongside 
Save The Waves to solve the issue and help protect 
their submitted break.  
 
Save The Waves is excited about the prospects 
of continuing to encourage app participation and 
threat reporting with future Stewardship Grant 
opportunities. 

The winner of the Dirty Wave Challenge will be 
announced in Spring 2022! 

Submission photos during the 2021 Dirty Wave Challenge reporting 
microplastic, discarded fishing gear and oil spills damage.

“This challenge is not only an open 
invitation, it’s an opportunity. We 
strongly encourage passionate 
individuals, local surf clubs and 
other grassroots organizations to 
enter. This is a chance to speak up 
for your favorite surf break and 
then do something about it.”

Nik Strong-Cvetich
CEO, Save The Waves
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DEFEND
Save The Waves mounts international campaigns to 

defend surf ecosystems under threat and inspire the 

public to take action. 

© Ryan Craig
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Katoku, Japan 
One of the last unaltered and pristine beaches and 
waves on the island of Amami-Oshima and in all of 
Japan is under threat from a seawall project.

Save The Waves joined local partner Association 
for the Conservation of Amami’s Forests, Rivers 
and Coastal Ecosystems (ACAFRCE) and other 
organizations to campaign against the 6.5 meter tall, 
180 meter long seawall that would cover most of the 
beach. Set to be placed below the dune ecosystem, 
it would displace the natural sand dune buffer and 
cause severe erosion, eventually leading to the 
disappearance of the famous surfing beach. 

To combat the threat, ACAFRCE and other 
organizations have filed a lawsuit with Save The 
Waves’ support to stop project. Together, we 
launched an international campaign to amass broad 
public opposition. To date, the #SaveKatoku petition 
has collected over 31,000 signatures. 

Killalea, Australia 
In December 2021, campaign efforts resulted in the 
protection of Killalea from encroaching development.

The state government announced that the land 
will be transferred over to the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service and be declared a Regional Park. The 
community will manage a Local Steering Committee 
to assist in a new management plan.  This will ensure 
that The Farm remains a public space and the 
incredible natural resources and open space will be 
protected in perpetuity. 

Save The Waves joined the Save Killalea Alliance, 
National Surfing Reserve Killalea, Surfrider Australia 
and others to oppose development on Crown Land. 
This victory goes to show that a strong coalition at the 
grassroots level is absolutely essential for protecting 
the environmental characteristics surfers and coastal 
users value most in surf ecosystems.

Katoku, Japan © Jon Takaki

Killalea paddle out protest in May 2021 gathered over 700 surfers  
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Waves all across the Maldives are being 
threatened and outright destroyed by rapid 
coastal development and infrastructure.

In February 2021, Save The Waves launched an 
international campaign alongside local nonprofit, 
Save Our Waves Maldives.

A string of around 1,200 islands south of India, 
this is an area with incredible marine resources, 
biodiversity and reef ecosystems. Surfing is 
an important activity to the local people of 
the Maldives and the islands are an important 
international surf tourism destination, with a 
thriving surf-based economy.

However, partners estimate that there are 
approximately 20 world class waves that are 

CAMPAIGN HIGHLIGHT:
THE MALDIVES

immediately threatened by an infrastructure 
project, already damaged or completely lost due 
to development.  

Chickens, one of the best and most accessible 
waves in the Maldives, has been significantly 
altered due to the construction of a seawall on 
the island.

There is hope: the Government of Maldives and 
Blue Prosperity Coalition is committed to adopting 
a legally binding Marine Spatial Plan, including 
designating at least 20% of the Maldives’ waters 
as fully protected marine areas. The Government 
of Maldives also signed on to the Clean Oceans 
Alliance to protect 30% of global oceans by 2030. 

Waves around the country must be recognized for 
the biological, cultural, economic and recreational 
value they hold for the Maldivian people. Save The 
Waves and campaign partners are lobbying the 
Maldivian government to protect surf ecosystems 
as part of the ongoing Marine Spatial Planning 
process. 

The campaign to #SaveTheMaldives continues.
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Photos: Construction of The Maldives © Ahmed Aznil

WHY IT MATTERS:

“Maldives is a very rich atoll with beautiful sea creatures, ocean dwellers and 

beautiful, nice surf breaks. And our surf breaks are under the threat of coastal 

development, plastic pollution and sea level rise. If we lose the surf breaks, 

we are losing a sanctuary.”

Shaziya ‘Saazu’ Saeed
Co-Founder of Save Our Waves Maldives
Surfer, Diver and Environmental Conservationist
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OUTREACH

“Catch A Clean Wave“ 
with Kona Brewing 
Save The Waves was proud to partner with Kona 
Brewing Co. on their #CatchACleanWave tour in 
July 2021 as they promoted clean beaches and the 
Save The Waves App to track coastal threats. 

Kona also partnered with surfer Anna Gudauskas 
and surf photographer Sarah Lee for the 10-stop 
West Coast campaign to promote environmental 
stewardship, culminating in a community beach 
clean-up in our own Santa Cruz WSR.

“The Plastic Wave“ 
with Pela Case 
With the help of Artist Ambassador Ethan Estess, 
we officially unveiled “The Plastic Wave” – a 
seven-foot wave sculpture created out of 1,000 
intercepted plastic phone cases made with our 
partners at Pela Case. Ethan completed the wave 
with an interactive, rideable surfboard. 

We were honored to reveal the collaboration on 
Jack O’Neill Day on July 9th with the O’Neill crew 
for a beach day event at Pleasure Point, Santa Cruz. 

“Protégé Tus Olas“
Webinar Series 
Co-hosted with Sociedad Peruana de Derecho 
Ambiental (SPDA) and Conservamos For Naturaleza, 
this four-part series was an international exchange 
for the legal protection of surf breaks. Speakers 
and episodes focused on surf conservation topics 
from Brazil, Uruguay, Peru and Chile.



 SAVE THE WAVES 25

“SAVE THE WAVES FILM 
FESTIVAL“ TOURS THE 
AZORES
In September 2021, Save The Waves Coalition 
traveled to the Azores, Portugal to gain community 
support for our Surf Protected Area Networks 
program across the islands.

The trip‘s highlight was our iconic Save The Waves 
Film Festival, led by big wave surfer and Azores 
Coordinator, João de Macedo. 

Save The Waves and partners worked at each 
stop to introduce the benefits of surf ecosystem 
protection and met with surfers from Azorean 
ocean communities passionate about protecting 
their home breaks.

5 islands

6 events

25 films

6 ocean literacy workshops

Multiple beach-cleanups

Kona Photo Left: © Sarah Lee
Azores Photos Above: © Ryan Craig
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Tyler Fox
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Kassia Meador
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Ethan Estess
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Rachel Strader 
Vice President
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ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE
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50,000 +
Alan and Christine Ramadan
Conservation International Foundation
Kona Brewing Company
Salesforce, Inc.
Schmidt Marine Technology Partners
Stichting The Flotilla Charitable Foundation
The David and Lucile Packard Foundation
Valtech

10,000 - 49,000 +
Betsey and Terry Nelson
Blue Solutions
Bret and Jessica Forster
City Of Santa Cruz
Foghorn Labs
Greg and Amanda Jones
Jasen and Sagara Trautwein
Jeremy and Cassandra Ertl
Montgomery Kersten
Patagonia
Rob and Jane Burgess
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Rumpl, Inc.
Steve and Lynn Trautwein
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The Waitt Foundation
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Scott Atkinson and Ashley Kleckner
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Bryce and Shannon Skaff
Chris Halberstadt
Community Foundation of Santa Cruz County 
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Corey Block
David Sandler
David Scher
Dean and Emily LaTourrette
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Doug Sjostrom
Dryrobe
Eric Co
Eric Snanford
Gogglesoc
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James Woods
Jay Hakkinen
Jeanne Strong
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Jeff LaTourrette
Jeff Tavangar
Jeff Whittaker
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Joanna Miller
Joel Comer
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Jon Sisk
Jon Wegener
Josh Karliner
Julia Prescott
Julia Winters
Kassia Meador

KAYA&KATO GmbH
Kevin Ragsdale
Kim and Rob Carpenter
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Los Alamos General Store & PICO Restaurant
Luke Hertzler
Mark Duarte
Matthew Pebley
Michael Benoit
Michael Stahl
Michael Wall
Mike McGee
Minnie Ingersoll
Nisha Richardson
Phil Brylowski
Rachel Strader
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SATA Azores Airlines
Scott Atkinson 
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Photo Right: Playa Hermosa World Surfing Reserve © Dixiana Salas
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