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ITEM:
10
SUBJECT:
Status Report on Cargill Salt Ponds Purchase, Initial Stewardship and Permitting, and Restoration Planning Process – South Bay and North Bay

CHRONOLOGY:
None

DISCUSSION:
On March 6, 2003, there was a formal transfer of ownership of 16,500 acres (about 26 square miles) of former salt ponds from Cargill Salt to the state and federal governments, mostly in South San Francisco Bay.   This historic acquisition sets the stage for the largest wetlands restoration project on the West Coast, on a par with current restoration efforts in the Chesapeake Bay, Everglades, and along the Mississippi River.  Restoration of salt ponds to tidal marsh wetlands will benefit water quality and beneficial uses in numerous ways, reversing a century-long trend of habitat and water quality degradation around the San Francisco Bay estuary.  The press release of December 2002 is attached for reference, and summarizes the elements of the conveyance and phase-out agreements between Cargill Salt, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), and California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG).


Over 15,000 acres of the salt ponds are in South San Francisco Bay, ringing the bay from Hayward on the east to Redwood City on the west.  About 1,500 acres of higher salinity crystallizer ponds are located in the North Bay at the old Napa River plant site, adjacent to 10,000 acres of former salt ponds that the state purchased from Cargill Salt in 1994.  Many of the salt ponds in South Bay have fairly low salinity that can be easily assimilated by the bay, but some are at higher levels that require careful management of initial discharges.  None of the purchased ponds contain the waste product known as bittern.  Cargill Salt will continue to operate on about 7,000 acres of salt ponds around Newark.  Their operation will continue to intake bay water near the mouth of Alameda Creek and concentrate bay waters over a 5-year cycle to produce salt products.  


There are three phases in transitioning from salt making to tidal wetlands:  purchase, initial stewardship, and restoration.  Now that the purchase phase is complete, the Regional Board will be an active participant in the initial stewardship phase.   One of the main lessons learned from the 1994 North Bay salt pond purchase is the need to cease making salt by allowing discharges to the bay while wetland restoration planning takes place.  While some restoration has commenced in the North Bay ponds, some of the ponds are potential water quality nuisances since salt levels have continued to rise over the last nine years.  With infrastructure in disrepair due to limited maintenance funding, the task of restoring wetlands has become a greater challenge there. Alternative sources of fresh water, such as recycled water, will be necessary to dilute hypersaline waters of some North Bay ponds.


In the South Bay initial stewardship phase, the ponds will be grouped into systems of two to six ponds that will circulate bay waters based on tidal flow, with minimized pumping.  Cargill and the agencies have worked together to design a system that minimizes operation and maintenance requirements and protects bay water quality.  On February 10, 2003, the agencies submitted a report of waste discharge to the Board for state waste discharge requirements (WDRs) permits.

There are two types of discharge from the salt ponds, the initial release, and interim management.  The initial release of pond waters will be timed to minimize adverse effects to aquatic life, for instance by taking advantage of dilution by fresher bay waters in the winter and spring.  Dynamic modeling results suggest that this initial release will take up to two months, and then the discharges will be at salinities at or near bay levels.  At that point, the interim management discharges will be ongoing, circulating bay waters in and out of the ponds.  The pond systems culverts and weirs have been designed to enable enough tidal flow to keep salinity from increasing too much in late summer and to minimize stagnation.  In a couple of pond systems, auxiliary pumps will be available during times of the year when the tidal flows are not adequate to move water to meet salinity goals.


In addition to waste discharge requirements, this initial stewardship plan will require permits from us, the Army Corps of Engineers, and the Bay Conservation and Development Commission (BCDC) for installation of new water control structures.  Cargill and the agencies are maximizing the use of existing infrastructure (e.g., culverts, gaps, levees, and pumps), but in order to meet the Board’s water quality objective for salinity, some new structures must be installed.  The current culverts are not large or plentiful enough to circulate bay waters without increasing salinity, due to evaporation exceeding inflows.  In this way, the two permit actions by the Board are uniquely interdependent.  In order to meet a construction window this summer to protect wildlife habitat, the agencies are seeking issuance of both permits in June or July, assuming they are able to complete the CEQA documents at that time.

During the purchase phase, Regional Board staff assisted Cargill Salt, USFWS, and CDFG in reviewing water, sediment and tissue data on North and South bay ponds, comparing chemical concentrations to ambient levels in the bay and associated slough channels.  Almost universally, chemicals in the ponds are at or below levels in the bay, suggesting that salt making has not further concentrated pollutants in the ponds that were purchased.  A staff memorandum to CDFG’s Wildlife Conservation Board is attached for reference.  The ponds between Sunnyvale and Milpitas have patchy patterns of elevated mercury in sediments due to the mining legacy in the South Bay, but the mercury levels in the ponds are not higher than adjacent bay and slough sediments.  The bay’s ecosystem is currently exposed to these elevated mercury levels, so initial stewardship is not expected to make things worse.  

The long-term wetlands restoration planning for South Bay ponds has been initiated, led by the California Coastal Conservancy.   Among other issues, it will need to address the need to minimize the bioaccumulation of mercury in future wetlands.  We will participate in this long-term planning process, ensuring water quality interests are represented, and we will be involved in permitting related to final restoration plans. 
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ATTACHMENTS:
A. Map of South Bay Salt Ponds

B. Cargill Press Release, Long Version, December 16, 2002


C. Regional Board Staff Memorandum to Wildlife Conservation Board, January 9, 2003 
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