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Chinook Salmon Coastal Release: Pillar Point Harbor 

Initial Study and Negative Declaration for Fall-Run Chinook Salmon 

Coastal Release Project in Pillar Point Harbor 

Introduction 

This document describes and evaluates the Chinook Salmon Coastal Release at Pillar Point 

Harbor (Project). The Coastside Fishing Club (CFC) is a membership-based community of 

recreational fishermen that are conservation minded volunteers with the goal of enhancing 

/ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ ŦƛǎƘŜǊȅ. Coastside Fishing Club has been operating coastal net pen salmon releases 

since 2012. CFC proposes to release 750,000 juvenile hatchery-origin (HO) Central Valley fall-

run Chinook Salmon (CV FRCS) Oncorhynchus tshawytscha from Pillar Point Harbor in spring of 

2022, 2023 and 2024. The 2022-2024 releases are the Project as described and evaluated in this 

Initial Study and Negative Declaration. Under the direction of the California Department of Fish 

and Wildlife (CDFW), CFC would be responsible during spring for the release of 750,000 CV FRCS 

smolts from the Mokelumne River Fish HatcheryΦ ¢ƘŜ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ objective is to increase the 

number of ocean Chinook Salmon landings in California, enhancing local sport and commercial 

fisheries. Released smolts would feed and grow along the coast and be available for harvest as 

adults in one to three years. 

The Findings 

The California Department of Fish and Wildlife finds that the Project would not have a 

significant effect on the environment. 

The completed Initial Study, attached to this negative declaration, documents the basis for this 

ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ /5C²Ωǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƻŎŎǳǊ 

as a result of Project implementation, and there is no substantial evidence, in light of the whole 

record before CDFW, that the Project may have a significant effect on the environment (see 

Initial Study and environmental checklist). Therefore, a Negative Declaration has been prepared 

pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act, Public Resource Code Section 21080, 

subd. (c)(1). 

The Initial Study concluded that the Project would have less than significant impacts to 

biological resources, greenhouse gas emissions, and public services. The Project would have no 

impacts to aesthetics, agriculture and forestry, air quality, cultural resources, energy, 

geology/soils, hazards/hazardous materials, hydrology/water quality, land use/planning, 

mineral resources, noise, population/housing, recreation, transportation, tribal cultural 

resources, utilities/service systems, and wildfire.  
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Basis of the Findings 

The proposed Negative Declaration consists of the following: 

¶ Project Description and Background Information for Fall-Run Chinook Salmon Coastal 

Release Project in Pillar Point Harbor 

¶ Initial Study Environmental Checklist 

¶ Exhibit A: Statement of Work 

Exhibit B: California Coastal Commission Notice of Permit Waiver 
¶  

¶ Exhibit C: Project Location and Quadrants Identification Map 

¶ Exhibit D: CNDDB Elements Report 

Project Description and Background Information for Fall-Run Chinook 

Salmon Coastal Release Project in Pillar Point Harbor 

Introduction 

The Chinook Salmon Coastal Release Project in Pillar Point Harbor is a project within the 

meaning of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) (Public Resource Code, § 21000 et 

seq). The CDFW is serving as lead agency for the Project because it has discretionary approval 

over the Project. Specifically, CDFW would provide juvenile salmon (smolts) necessary for the 

Project implementation from the Mokelumne River Hatchery (MOK) and would deliver those 

fish to the Pillar Point Harbor for their release. 

The Commercial Salmon Trollers Advisory Committee (Salmon Stamp Committee) and CDFW 

support this Project. The cost for raising, marking and tagging, and delivery of CV FRCS smolts to 

Pillar Point Harbor will be covered by the Commercial Salmon Trollers Enhancement and 

Restoration Program fund and a matching share contributed by CDFW. 

This Initial Study and Negative Declaration analyze the environmental impacts that may result 

from the implementation of the proposed Project. 

Project Objective 

¢ƘŜ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ local sport and commercial salmon fisheries. Released 

smolts will feed and grow along the coast and be available for harvest as adults in one to three 

years. 
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Background 

Adult returns of CV FRCS have fluctuated over the past 30 years (CDFW 2018). Record high 

numbers occurred between 2000 and 2003 with an estimated 872,699 adult salmon returning 

to the Central Valley (CV) during the 2002 spawning season. In contrast, between 2003 and 

2009, returns declined significantly to record low levels. During the 2007 spawning season, an 

estimated 97,168 adults returned to the Central Valley. Return estimates dipped further during 

the 2008 season to 71,291 adults. Adult return estimates increased slowly over the next few 

years and reached a high of 447,621 in 2013. However, /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ 

affected survival of juvenile salmon migrating to the ocean. In 2017, only 101,222 adults 

returned to the CV. In addition to the drought, other factors such as loss of habitat, poor ocean 

conditions, low river flows, water diversions, pollution, and predation contributed to the 

population declines. 

To improve survival to adulthood by avoiding the hazards associated with migration, CDFW 

transports CV FRCS downstream and releases them into net pens in the Sacramento-San 

Joaquin Delta or San Pablo Bay for acclimation, or directly into the Bay. It has been found that 

hatchery fish released into coastal net pens have higher survival rates and higher recovery rates 

in ocean fisheries (Palmer-Zwahlen, et al., 2019, Leet, W.S. et al. 1986). Net pens provide fish 

the opportunity to develop schooling behavior and acclimate to local water salinity and 

temperature. 

The Central Valley Constant Fractional Marking Program is used to evaluate fishery and 

hatchery management practices using coded-wire-tag (CWT) recovery data. Three years of CWT 

recovery data shows a consistent trend that salmon from coastal and Bay net pen releases have 

higher ocean fishery recovery rates than in-basin (natal stream, near the hatchery) releases, 

and this can mean better survival (Palmer-Zwahlen and Kormos 2015). However, adult salmon 

from coastal and Bay net pen releases exhibited higher stray proportions than adult salmon 

from in-basin releases (Palmer-Zwahlen, et al. 2019). 

άIƻƳƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ άǎǘǊŀȅƛƴƎέ ŀǊŜ ǿŜƭƭ-known behavioral traits in the ecology and life-history of 

Pacific Salmon (Quinn 2005). Homing may be defined as the instinctual ability of an adult Pacific 

Salmon to return to its natal stream to spawn. In contrast, straying may be defined as an adult 

migrating to a non-natal steam of origin. Studies have shown that salmon imprint as they 

migrate downstream and individuals that are released further downstream may show increased 

straying as compared to upriver releases (Quinn 2018, 127). Adult Chinook Salmon have been 

observed straying into several streams along the Central Coast as well as many San Francisco 

Bay streams for the past two decades, although historically these streams did not have native 

runs of Chinook Salmon (Neillands et al. 2015). In 2014, CDFW began annual observation 

monitoring for straying CV FRCS into a few Central Coast streams. The California Department of 
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Fish and Wildlife recovered and received heads from adult Chinook salmon having an adipose 

fin-clip and CWT with the cooperation from agencies and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) that monitor select San Francisco Bay streams. The observation monitoring and CWT 

recovery data for salmon released near the Pillar Point area indicate that adult salmon stray in 

relatively small numbers into coastal streams North of the San Francisco Bay and in streams 

between their release point and the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta when streams are 

accessible (Neillands et al. 2015, 2016, 2018 and 2019). 

The CFC has conducted coastal net pen releases at Pillar Point Harbor since 2012. The CFC will 

provide the net pen, volunteers responsible for care and maintenance of the pens and smolts 

post-delivery from CDFW at Johnson Pier. The CFC will also be responsible for obtaining any 

required permits. 

Project Location 

Net pen acclimation and subsequent release will take place at Pillar Point Harbor near Half 

Moon Bay in San Mateo County. The harbor has an inner and outer breakwater. The inner 

harbor will be the location for offloading smolts into a net pen tied to Johnson Pier (37.501274°, 

-122.482717°) and will subsequently be towed to an outer harbor mooring (37.499480°, -

122.485234°) for acclimation and release. Johnson Pier has a road running the length that will 

allow CDFW hatchery trucks direct access to the offloading location. 

Schedule 

CDFW would deliver MOK CV FRCS smolts to Pillar Point Harbor in spring of 2022, 2023 and 

2024. Exact dates and times will be scheduled as the time draws near and are dependent on 

fish size, growth rates, and environmental conditions in Pillar Point Harbor. Fish will be 

delivered in increments of about 250,000 fish at one-week intervals. 

Project Description 

The CFC proposes to release 750,000 juvenile hatchery-origin Central Valley fall-run Chinook 

Salmon into Pillar Point Harbor each year, in 2022, 2023 and 2024. 

At the MOK, juvenile salmon will be fractionally tagged with a Coded-Wire Tag (CWT) and 

marked with an adipose fin-clip at a rate of 25% of the total number of released fish, which 

matches requirements for mitigation and enhancement fish. Fish would be delivered from the 

hatchery using CDFW hatchery trucks. 

The CFC, in anticipation of fish delivery from the MOK to the Pillar Point Harbor, has secured 

necessary equipment. CFC is prepared to provide both staffing and logistical support to 
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facilitate release of fish at the Project location. This includes necessary boats provided and 

operated by CFC to assist with net pen movement and release of smolts. 

The CFC will provide, assemble, and deploy a floating net pen that has an inner net to contain 

juvenile salmon, an outer net to exclude predators, and overall net to exclude birds, and an 

automated feeder. Once fish are delivered into the net pen from CDFW hatchery trucks, the net 

pen would be towed by CFC volunteers to an existing mooring location in outer Pillar Point 

Harbor. Fish would be acclimated in the floating net pen for 5 days, at which point the CFC 

would tow the net pen outside of the harbor and remove the inner net to allow the juvenile 

salmon to escape into the ocean. The fish would be released in the outer harbor on an outgoing 

tide to facilitate their rapid exit to the ocean and to minimize in-harbor predation. The CFC 

would then tow the net pen back to Johnson Pier for the next delivery, or if all deliveries have 

been completed, to the Pillar Point launch ramp for cleaning, disassembly, and storage. 

This Project is contingent upon CDFW approval after completion of CEQA. Project results will be 

assessed using data acquired from CDFW landings, carcass surveys, and monitoring programs. 

Environmental Assessment 

CDFW staff have reviewed the Project. It was determined that the Project would have less than 

significant impact to Biological Resources, Greenhouse Gas Emissions, and Public Services at 

Pillar Point Harbor and surrounding areas, as set forth in detail in the following environmental 

checklist, and no impacts to other resource areas. Due to minimal in harbor acclimation time, 

the Project does not anticipate adults to return to Pillar Point Harbor as has been seen in some 

previous coastal release projects. The Project conforms to the standard method of acclimating 

fish in net pens prior to release into ocean waters and complies with CDFW hatchery release 

ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΦ /5C²Ωǎ /alifornia Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) was reviewed to identify 

potential impacts to animals identified in the four Quadrants in the surrounding area. 
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Initial Study Environmental Checklist: CEQA Appendix G 

Project Title: 

Chinook Salmon Coastal Release in Pillar Point Harbor 

 

Lead Agency Name and Address: 

California Department of Fish and Wildlife 

Fisheries Branch 

P.O. Box 944209 

Sacramento, CA 92444-2090 

 

Contact Person and Phone Number: 

Robyn Bilski, Fisheries Branch 

916-206-3758 

Robyn.Bilski@wildlife.ca.gov 

 

Project Location: 

San Mateo County 

Pillar Point Harbor (37.501274°, -122.482717°) 

 

tǊƻƧŜŎǘ {ǇƻƴǎƻǊΩǎ bŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ !ŘŘǊŜǎǎΥ 

Coastside Fishing Club 

P.O. Box 5501 

San Mateo, CA 94402 

 

General Plan Designation: 

Plans are consistent with coastal zone designation 

 

Zoning: 

Coastal 
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Description of Project: 

Californƛŀ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ CƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ ²ƛƭŘƭƛŦŜΩǎ ό/5C²ύ aƻƪŜƭǳƳƴŜ wƛǾŜǊ IŀǘŎƘŜǊȅ όMOK) would 

deliver 750,000 Central Valley fall-run Chinook Salmon (CV FRCS) smolts each spring to the 

Project location for acclimation and subsequent release in Pillar Point Harbor or nearby open 

ocean in 2022, 2023 and 2024. Trucks would be loaded, and fish transported according to MOK 

established standard operating procedures for transportation of salmon. Water in the trucks 

would be salted prior to adding fish at the hatchery. CDFW would deliver MOK CV FRCS smolts 

to Pillar Point Harbor in the spring of 2022, 2023 and 2024. Exact dates and times would be 

scheduled as the time draws near and are dependent on fish size, growth rates, and 

environmental conditions in Pillar Point Harbor. Smolts would be transported in small batch 

increments, approximately 250,000 fish per trip, on a weekly basis.  

Fish would be held to acclimate in a net pen for 5 days followed by ocean release. This will 

occur for several weeks until all 750,000 smolts are released. CFC is implementing this project. 

CFC would provide all necessary boats for towing and servicing pen and fish as well as any other 

ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƻƎƛǎǘƛŎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎial and recreational 

salmon ocean fishery. 

Surrounding Land Uses and Setting: 

Half Moon Bay is an ocean inlet just south of San Francisco and the southern edge of the Pillar 

Point State Marine Conservation Area. Pillar Point Harbor is run by San Mateo County Harbor 

District and is a protected harbor at the northern end of Half Moon Bay near the town of El 

Granada in San Mateo County. The net pens would be at the end of Johnson Pier for offloading 

and towed to the outer harbor for the acclimation period. Johnson Pier is in the center of the 

harbor and houses wholesale fish companies, a fuel and pump out dock, and commercial 

berths. The pier has a road running the length and is accessible for hatchery trucks to offload. 

Approvals Needed from Other Public Agencies: 

The Coastal Commission issued a Coastal Development Permit waiver (9-13-0498-W) for the 

Project on August 26, 2013. The California Coastal Commission considers coastal releases of 

Chinook salmon smolts exempt from future permits contingent on continuation of current 

release methods. 

San Francisco Regional Water Quality Control Board confirmed that the project does not meet 

federal definition of a Concentrated Aquatic Animal Production Facility (CAAPF) and concluded 

that the Project does not require permitting from the Regional Water Quality Control Board 

unless it expands in the future and falls within CAAPF or if operations result in impacts to water 
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quality or beneficial uses (Sandi Potter CA Water Boards, personal communication with Marc 

Gorelnik, May 4, 2011). 

Tribal: 

Notification letters describing the Project were mailed to all federally recognized California 

tribes and California tribes specifically requesting to be notified for all CEQA projects on 

December 14, 2021.  CDFW received no responses. No tribes requested consultation.  
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Initial Study (cont): Environmental Factors, Determination, Evaluation of 

Environmental Impacts and Explanations
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