COASTAL CONSERVANCY

Staff Recommendation
November 20, 2025

MURRAY FIELD AIRPORT SEA LEVEL RISE PLANNING AND ECONOMIC STUDY

Project No. 25-007-01
Project Manager: Joel Gerwein

RECOMMENDED ACTION: Authorization to disburse up to $450,000 to California State
Polytechnic University, Humboldt to prepare the Murray Field Airport Sea Level Rise Planning
and Economic Study and to conduct community engagement to assess the impacts of and
identify adaptation strategies for sea level rise at the Murray Field Airport in Eureka, Humboldt
County.

LOCATION: Murray Field Airport, Eureka, Humboldt County

EXHIBITS
Exhibit 1: Project Location Map

Exhibit 2: Project Photos
Exhibit 3: Project Letters

RESOLUTION AND FINDINGS

Staff recommends that the State Coastal Conservancy adopt the following resolution and
findings.

Resolution:

The State Coastal Conservancy hereby authorizes a grant of an amount not to exceed four
hundred fifty thousand dollars ($450,000) to California State Polytechnic University, Humboldt
(“the grantee”) to prepare the Murray Field Airport Sea Level Rise Planning and Economic Study
and to conduct community engagement to assess the impacts of and identify adaptation

strategies for sea level rise at the Murray Field Airport in Eureka, Humboldt County (the
“project”).

Prior to commencement of the project, the grantee shall submit for the review and written
approval of the Executive Officer of the Conservancy (Executive Officer) the following:

1. A detailed work program, schedule, and budget.

2. Names and qualifications of any contractors to be retained in carrying out the study.
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Findings:

Based on the accompanying staff recommendation and attached exhibits, the State Coastal
Conservancy hereby finds that:

1. The proposed authorization is consistent with Chapter 3 of Division 21 of the Public
Resources Code, regarding the Climate Ready Program.

2. The proposed project is consistent with the current Conservancy Project Selection Criteria.

STAFF RECOMMENDATION
PROJECT SUMMARY:

Staff recommends the State Coastal Conservancy (the “Conservancy”) authorize a grant of up to
$450,000 to California State Polytechnic University, Humboldt (“Cal Poly Humboldt”) to prepare
the Murray Field Airport Sea Level Rise Planning and Economic Study (the “Study”) and to
conduct community engagement to assess the impacts of and identify adaptation strategies for
sea level rise at the Murray Field Airport in Eureka, Humboldt County, as shown in Exhibit 1.
Collectively, the preparation of the Study and the community engagement are referred to as
the “project.”

The Study’s primary goal will be the development of adaptation strategies for sea level rise, and
an accompanying economic analysis. The Study will review economic impacts caused by sea
level rise, flooding, and groundwater challenges. The Study will also consider flooding potential
and prevention, consistency with adjacent land use, environmental impacts of further
development, and consistency with community goals, and will include data collection, review of
existing and future drivers, and review of environmental documents. The Study will develop at
least one alternative for each of four approaches: Nature Based, Green/Gray Hybrid,
Retreat/Relocate, and Hard Armor. The Study will be informed throughout its development by
the community engagement component of the project. The community engagement work will
include at least one public workshop, community events, and outreach to and consultation with
stakeholders, including airport users, local businesses, and the public. In addition, a technical
advisory committee including federal, state, local agencies, and the Wiyot Tribe will provide
input and review for the Study.

The airport, owned by Humbolt County (the “County”), comprises 145 acres and sits on diked
former tidelands at an elevation of 2-10 feet. Due to tectonic subsidence of the land surface,
the Humboldt Bay area suffers from the highest relative rate of sea level rise in California. The
water in Humboldt Bay is expected to rise 3.9 — 5.5 feet by 2100. The low-lying Murray Field
Airport is already facing operational challenges related to rising tides and the adjacent
community suffers from increasingly severe flooding, high tide events, and storm surges. These
impacts will become more common with sea level rise.

Adapting the site to future sea level rise scenarios will involve difficult decision-making and
important trade-offs. The airport site will be an essential piece of both near-term and long-term
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adaptation planning efforts for both U.S. Highway 101 and the greater Humboldt Bay area. The
results of the Study will be two-fold. First, the Study will better inform the County of potential
adaptation alternatives for the airport. Second, the Study will inform the Caltrans
Comprehensive Adaptation and Implementation Plan (CAIP), a sea level rise accommodation
strategy for Highway 101, which separates the airport from Humboldt Bay, and identify feasible
adaptation strategies for the region. Sea level rise adaptation for Highway 101 and the airport
will need to be coordinated, because the sites are adjacent to each other and their drainage
and hydrology interact. The CAIP is underway, and it is important to move the Airport Study
forward in a timely manner to allow the two planning efforts to inform one another.

The Study will expand upon the Conservancy-funded Humboldt Bay Sea Level Rise Vulnerability
Assessment that was conducted to address sea level rise on Humboldt Bay through shoreline
elevation profiles, sea level rise projects, and inundation modeling and mapping. The
Assessment noted that increasingly frequent king tides would threaten critical infrastructure
such as Highway 101 and 255, electrical distribution lines, fiber communication lines, municipal
water and wastewater lines, communities, and 10,000 acres of agricultural lands.

The Study will also complement and build off the 2021 Sea Level Rise Adaptation Plan for
Transportation Infrastructure and Other Critical Resources in the Eureka Sough Hydrographic
Area. The 2021 plan was prepared to provide a planning framework, vulnerability assessment,
and adaptation project planning framework for the Eureka Slough area, which includes the
airport. However, that 2021 plan’s focus was on levee repair and the protection of Jacobs
Avenue. The information in the 2021 plan will be a helpful starting point for identifying
adaptation strategies that include nature-based solutions, potential airport relocation (retreat
and restoration), future land use options if the airport is relocated, and associated costs with
each. The Study will facilitate sea level rise adaptation and enhanced resilience for the
surrounding community, which is identified as disadvantaged by the State Parks Program
Community Finder.

The Study will be conducted in close partnership with the County, which owns the airport.
Given current capacity concerns, Cal Poly Humboldt will lead the Study. The County will be
involved in scoping and reviewing draft reports. Cal Poly Humboldt’s study will better inform
the County of the airport’s vulnerability and adaptation options. The Board of Supervisors
supports the study; its support letter is attached (Exhibit 3).

The previous County Aviation Director was involved in scoping the project, and Cal Poly
Humboldt intends to coordinate with the interim aviation director in the development and
review of scope for the Study. A Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) will be established for the
project and may include the County, City of Eureka, Caltrans, the Wiyot Tribe, the California
Department of Fish and Wildlife, the California Coastal Commission, the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Humboldt Bay Harbor District, and at least two
local pilots. Murray Field Airport is located within the ancestral territory of the Wiyot Tribe.
Tribal engagement is discussed below in Project Selection Criteria three.

Site Description: As California’s second largest natural bay and the largest estuary on the Pacific
coast between San Francisco Bay and Coos Bay, Oregon, Humboldt Bay (Exhibit 1) is a complex
ecosystem and valuable resource for California and the nation because of its natural and
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environmental resources, its aesthetic appeal and recreational opportunities, its ecological
services, economic benefits, and its vital transportation links. Visitors and Humboldt County
residents alike value Humboldt Bay for its natural and man-made attributes. The Humboldt Bay
watershed includes rolling farmlands, scenic beaches and dunes, creeks, lush woodlands, and
diverse wetlands. The Bay hosts over 100 plant species, 300 invertebrate species, 100 fish
species, and 200 bird species, including those that rely on the bay as they travel the Pacific
Flyway. The population of Humboldt Bay is approximately 80,000, divided between Eureka, in
the central portion of the Bay, Arcata, located on Humboldt Bay’s northern section, and several
unincorporated communities around the Bay. During the late-nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, diking and filling reduced Bay salt marshes from an estimated 9,000 acres to only 900
acres today. Bay habitat has been further disturbed by discharges of agricultural and urban
runoff, industrial and recreational uses, and colonization by invasive cordgrass.

The Murray Field Airport is adjacent to Humboldt Bay, east of Highway 101, between
Freshwater Slough and Fay Slough. The airport opened in 1929 and is a county-owned, public
airport. The 145-acre airport sits on diked former tidelands, which have subsided and are lower
than the adjacent salt marsh on Humboldt Bay. Current uses of the airport include general
aviation and use by the U.S. Postal Service, Federal Express Aircraft, fixed wing air ambulance,
and the U.S. Coast Guard. Murray Field Airport provides approximately 40,000 operations
(landings and takeoffs) annually. The airport also provides aircraft maintenance, fuel, and
storage services. It has 51 hangars and 6 tiedown areas, for a total capacity of 57 based
aircraft.

Grant Applicant Qualifications: Cal Poly Humboldt is leading the project and coordinating with
the County. Both Cal Poly Humboldt and the County have extensive experience in administering
grant funds and this study will coincide with other efforts related to updating the Humboldt Bay
Area Plan. The Cal Poly Humboldt project team will be led by Dr. Eileen Cashman. Dr. Cashman
is a Professor and Department Chair of the School of Engineering at Cal Poly Humboldt. The
County’s Planning and Building Department will be a key project partner and has spearheaded
similar grant funded planning projects through a grant from the California Coastal Commission,
and various grants from the Conservancy.

CONSISTENCY WITH CONSERVANCY’S PROJECT SELECTION CRITERIA:

The proposed project is consistent with the Conservancy’s Project Selection Criteria, last
updated on September 23, 2021, in the following respects:

Selection Criteria

1. Extent to which the project helps the Conservancy accomplish the objectives in the
Strategic Plan.

See the “Consistency with Conservancy’s Strategic Plan” section below.
2. Projectis a good investment of state resources.

The proposed project is a good investment of state resources as it builds on previous
investments, is supported by various state and federal agencies, and enables a partnership
between the County and Cal Poly Humboldt to complete much needed coastal resilience
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planning. The proposed project will increase equity and environmental justice by benefiting a
disadvantaged community as identified by the State Parks Program Community Finder while
facilitating increased community-preparedness and coastal resiliency to future flooding and sea
level rise. In addition, the economic analysis to be completed will inform future Local Coastal
Program updates in the coastal zone in the County. The proposed project is feasible, and the
budget is reasonable.

3. Project includes a serious effort to engage tribes. Examples of tribal engagement include
good faith, documented efforts to work with tribes traditionally and culturally affiliated to
the project area.

Cal Poly Humboldt is dedicated to building relationships and collaborating with tribes. Tribal
partnership and consultation with Cal Poly Humboldt includes place name mapping, naming of
a space on campus, and an indigenous garden. There is active tribal involvement in the Cal Poly
Humboldt Sea Level Rise Institute. Cal Poly Humboldt established a Joint Native American
Advisory Council that features tribal leaders. Cal Poly Humboldt intends to invite the Wiyot
tribe, whose ancestral lands cover the Murray Field Airport, to be part of the TAC for input in
project development and screening of study objectives. One tribe requested a government-to-
government consultation, which took place on March 13, 2025.

4. Project benefits will be sustainable or resilient over the project lifespan.

The proposed project will facilitate the development of future adaptation projects to address
flooding and sea level rise at the Murray Field Airport, and Highway 101, in collaboration with
the County, Caltrans, and state and federal agencies. The study aligns with statewide sea-level
guidance and regulatory agency policies and will help implement Key Action 6.3 of the 2024
State Agency Sea Level Rise Action Plan, which calls for planning, implementing, and funding
nature-based solutions, strategies, and actions to increase coastal resiliency through flood
reduction, habitat restoration, and protection of cultural resources and public access
infrastructure. Project objectives will include building coastal resilience partnerships,
supporting local leadership and addressing local conditions, and strengthening alignment
around coastal resiliency.

5. Project delivers multiple benefits and significant positive impact.

The proposed project will ensure that the airport and its coastal resources are prepared to
withstand or relocate due to sea level rise as well as increasingly severe storms. The proposed
project will enhance community preparedness and resilience by providing workshops and
educational sessions about the localized risk of future flooding and sea level rise. The
community engagement effort will focus on building trust and developing strong relationships
between the community members and coastal planning agencies. This will improve the quality
of future implementation projects.

6. Project planned with meaningful community engagement and broad community support.

Cal Poly Humboldt will coordinate with private and public landowners, Caltrans, tribes, elected
officials, regional stakeholders, and local, state, and federal agencies. The airport is a public
serving facility that is interconnected to the highway, public waterways, and lands.
Opportunities for meaningful community engagement are being planned to include targeted
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stakeholder outreach, surveys, updated online information, and will include at minimum, one
field visit, one community workshop, a report to the Board of Supervisors presenting findings,
and more as approved by the TAC. The TAC will consist of a tribe, state and federal agencies,
local city and county government, and airport pilots. Efforts will be made to include private and
public landowners and federal agencies.

PROJECT FINANCING
Coastal Conservancy $450,000
Project Total $450,000

Conservancy funding is anticipated to come from a Fiscal Year 2023/2024 appropriation from
the California Drought, Water, Parks, Climate, Coastal Protection, and Outdoor Access for All
Act of 2018 (Proposition 68, Public Resources Code Sections 80000-80173). Chapter 9 of
Proposition 68 allows funds for “protection of beaches, bays, wetlands, and coastal watershed
resources” in accordance with Division 21. PRC § 80120(c). The definition of “protection”
means those actions necessary to prevent harm or damage to persons, property, or natural,
cultural, and historic resources, actions to improve access to public open-space areas, or
actions to allow the continued use and enjoyment of property or natural, cultural, and historic
resources, and includes site monitoring, acquisition, development, restoration, preservation,
and interpretation (PRC Section 80002(i)). This project is consistent with Chapter 9 of
Proposition 68 as it will plan for adaptation measures that will enhance and protect coastal and
ocean resources around Humboldt Bay, including protection of persons and property. (PRC
Section 80120 (c); PRC § 80002(l)). The project is consistent with the funding guidelines for
expenditure of Proposition 68 adopted by the Conservancy on December 6, 2018 as described
in various sections of the staff recommendation.

The project will leverage $50,000 in staff time from the City of Eureka, the County, and Caltrans
to review and analyze findings, participate in the TAC meetings, review deliverables, and discuss
current data and studies.

Unless specifically identified as “Required Match,” the other sources of funding and in-kind
contributions described above are estimates. The Conservancy does not typically require
matching funds or in-kind services, nor does it require documentation of expenditures from
other funders or of in-kind services. Typical grant conditions require grantees to provide any
funds needed to complete a project.

CONSISTENCY WITH CONSERVANCY’S ENABLING LEGISLATION:

The proposed authorization is undertaken pursuant to and is consistent with the Conservancy’s
enabling legislation, Division 21 of the Public Resources Code, specifically Chapter 3 (Sections
31113 and 31111).

Section 31111 authorizes the Conservancy to award grants to public agencies to fund plans and
feasibility studies that implement Division 21.
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The proposed project would be undertaken pursuant to Section 31113 of Chapter 3 of Division
21 of the Public Resources Code, which authorizes the Conservancy to undertake projects to
address the impacts and potential impacts of climate change on resources within the
Conservancy’s jurisdiction.

Pursuant to Section 31113(b), the Conservancy is authorized to award grants to nonprofit
organizations and public agencies to undertake projects, including those that reduce
greenhouse gas emissions or address extreme weather events, sea level rise, flooding, and
other coastal hazards that threaten coastal communities, infrastructure, and natural resources.
Consistent with 31113(b), the Study will assess, and identify alternatives for addressing, climate
change impacts including sea level rise, storm surges, and flooding at the Murray Field Airport.

Pursuant to Section 31113(c), the Conservancy must prioritize grants for projects that maximize
public benefits and have one of several purposes, including enhancing coastal natural lands and
reducing flood risk. Pursuant to Section 31113(d), the Conservancy must prioritize projects that
use natural infrastructure to help adapt to climate change, prioritize projects that have multiple
benefits and consider projects in a variety of ecosystems along the state’s coastline including
protection and expansive of coastal estuaries and lagoons that provide critical feeding and
nursery habitat for fish species and foraging habitat for waterfowl and other waterbirds.

Consistent with these provisions, the recommended authorization is to award a grant to Cal
Poly Humboldt, a public entity, to conduct community engagement and complete a study that
will assess the impacts of and identify adaptation strategies for sea level rise and flood risk,
which will include natural infrastructure alternatives, at the Murray Field Airport.

The study will include proposals to identify adaptation strategies, potential for habitat
restoration, climate impact data, and an economic analysis of relocating the airport. The
recommended authorization is thus consistent with Sections 31111 and 31113.

CONSISTENCY WITH CONSERVANCY’S 2023-2027 STRATEGIC PLAN:

Consistent with Goal 1.1, Commit Funding to Benefit Systemically Excluded Communities, the
proposed project will fund coastal resilience planning to benefit the systemically excluded,
disadvantaged, and rural communities of the Humboldt Bay area in the improvement of their
local infrastructure.

Consistent with Goal 4.1, Sea Level Rise Adaptation Projects, the proposed project will prepare
a sea level rise and economic study for adaptation strategies, airport relocation and associated
costs of each.

Consistent with Goal 4.3, Multi-Benefit Nature-Based Climate Adaptation, the proposed
project will result in a study that includes nature-based climate adaptation alternatives to
mitigate climate impacts to infrastructure, such as sea level rise and flooding.

CEQA COMPLIANCE:

The proposed project is statutorily and categorially exempt from the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA) pursuant to the following sections of 14 California Code of Regulations: (1)
Section 15262 in that it involves only feasibility or planning studies for possible future actions
which the Conservancy has not approved, adopted, or funded; and (2) Section 15306 in that it
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involves basic data collection, research, and resource evaluation activities which will not result
in any disturbance to an environmental resource, and which will be undertaken as part of a
study leading to an action which the Conservancy has not yet approved, adopted, or funded.

Upon approval, Conservancy staff will file a Notice of Exemption.
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