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COASTAL CONSERVANCY 
 

Staff Recommendation 
November 20, 2025 

 
SEA OTTER RECOVERY GRANTS 2026 

 
Project No. 08-079-15 

Project Manager: Irvin Tang 
 
 
RECOMMENDED ACTION: Authorization to disburse up to $71,400 to Sea Otter Savvy to 
educate the public on the historic role of sea otters and the potential future role of sea otter 
reintroduction within their historical habitat range in northern California and San Francisco Bay.   
 
LOCATION: Nearshore waters from Del Norte County to San Mateo County 
  

EXHIBITS 

Exhibit 1: Project Location Map 

Exhibit 2: California Sea Otter Fund – Summary of Projects 

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 seventy-
one thousand four hundred dollars ($71,400) to Sea Otter Savvy (the “grantee”) to educate the 
public on the historic role of sea otters and the potential future role of sea otter reintroduction 
within their historical habitat range in northern California and San Francisco Bay (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 project. 

Findings: 

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

http://scc.ca.gov/webmaster/ftp/pdf/sccbb/2025/1120/20251120Board03E_Sea_Otter_Recovery_Grant_2025_Ex1.pdf
http://scc.ca.gov/webmaster/ftp/pdf/sccbb/2025/1120/20251120Board03E_Sea_Otter_Recovery_Grant_2025_Ex2.pdf
http://scc.ca.gov/webmaster/ftp/pdf/sccbb/2025/1120/20251120Board03E_Sea_Otter_Recovery_Grant_2025_Ex3.pdf
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1. The proposed authorization is consistent with Chapter 5.5 of Division 21 of the Public 
Resources Code, regarding Integrated Coastal and Marine Resource Protection.  

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

3. Sea Otter Savvy is a nonprofit organization organized under section 501(c)(3) of the U.S. 
Internal Revenue Code. 

 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
PROJECT SUMMARY: 

Staff recommends that the Conservancy grant up to $71,400 to Sea Otter Savvy to educate the 
public on the historic role of sea otters and the potential future role of sea otter reintroduction 
within their historical habitat range in northern California and San Francisco Bay (the “project”). 
See Exhibit 1 for project location. 

The southern sea otter is an ecologically important species that faces numerous challenges, 
from disease and shark bite mortality to resource limitations in large portions of its occupied 
range. Southern sea otters were hunted to near extinction in the early part of the 20th century 
and listed as a federally threatened species in 1977. Currently, the population numbers around 
2,962 animals inhabiting the near-shore marine environments adjacent to San Mateo County 
south to Santa Barbara County. This is far less than the historic southern sea otter population 
levels estimated at approximately 16,000-20,000 animals, which inhabited a range along the 
entire California coast and south into Baja California. To address this decline and slow recovery, 
taxpayers can voluntarily contribute to the California Sea Otter Recovery Tax Fund, of which the 
Conservancy receives approximately half the proceeds for expenditure on projects that will 
assist in the recovery of sea otters.  

Sea Otter Savvy will educate members of the public, fisheries groups, marine recreation 
businesses, and engage tribal groups on the historic and the potential future role of sea otters 
in northern California. As the concept of sea otter reintroduction is explored as a feasible 
recovery action for southern sea otters, there is a need to foster public understanding of their 
ecological importance as a keystone species and build support for their recovery, specifically in 
northern California and the San Francisco Bay Area which are expected to be potential 
reintroduction locations. Through this project, Sea Otter Savvy will continue to implement two 
of their main programs: “Sea Otter Recovery Community Engagement” (SORCE) and 
“Community Active Wildlife Stewards” (CAWS).   

The SORCE program consists of creating accessible, science-based resources on sea otter 
history, ecology, and cultural significance, to provide the public and stakeholders with the tools 
needed to understand the implication of sea otter recovery in northern California and the San 
Francisco Bay Area. Outreach materials developed under this project will include artwork, 
digital media, public presentations, and surveys. In addition, the project includes hosting youth 
programs to engage inner-city youth and underserved groups in these locations to engage in 
sea otter recovery efforts and foster the next generation of wildlife stewards. The project also 
includes collaboration with the Regional Sea Otter Reintroduction Collaborative Network 
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(Collaborative Network) to inform the next phases of southern sea otter reintroduction 
planning. The Collaborative Network spans northern California and Oregon. Sea Otter Savvy will 
continue to build its relationship with tribes to advance sea otter recovery, including with the 
Chochenyo, Rumsen, Tolowa Dee-ni’, Northern Chumash Tribal Council, and members of the 
Marine Tribal Stewardship Network to integrate their cultural perspective into Sea Otter Savvy 
outreach materials and invite the Tribes’ participation in outreach events.  

The CAWS program will train coastal recreational businesses on responsible viewing of wildlife, 
including sea otters when they are reintroduced to their historic habitat in northern California 
counties. Since its launch in 2015, CAWS has successfully collaborated with kayak rentals, 
harbor authorities, and eco-tour operators in central California. The CAWS training and 
certification program helped safeguard sea otters and marine wildlife from human disturbance. 
To prepare for the northward reintroduction of sea otters, the project will extend the CAWS 
programming for an additional year and expand the CAWS program to coastal recreational 
businesses and operations in northern California counties. The project will connect new CAWS 
members to existing ones so they can collaborate and exchange ideas for best wildlife viewing 
standards. The additional year of CAWS programming will solidify a network of wildlife 
stewards in coastal recreational businesses in northern California for years to follow.  

The Conservancy funded Sea Otter Savvy programs in central California from 2016-2019, 2022-
2024 and in northern California in 2025.  

Site Description: The historic range of the southern sea otter is from Oregon to Baja, but the 
species currently inhabits only coastal waters from San Mateo County to Santa Barbara County.  
They are mostly found in kelp beds in the nearshore environment, generally in water depths of 
sixty-five feet or less so that they can forage along the ocean floor.  Over the last 20 years, 
otters have also been found to thrive in salt marshes and eelgrass beds in estuaries. 

Sea Otter Savvy’s program focuses outreach and education efforts in the historical range of sea 
otter habitat in northern California and the San Francisco Bay Area where otters are currently 
absent and have the greatest potential for reintroduction. 

Grant Applicant Qualifications: Sea Otter Savvy has successfully implemented Conservancy 
grants for Sea Otter Savvy programs from 2016-2019 and in 2022-2025. Sea Otter Savvy is 
uniquely positioned to carry out this project as their mission and experienced staff are focused 
on increasing awareness about sea otter conservation through outreach. The concept for Sea 
Otter Savvy originated from a collaboratively identified need for a new outreach program, by 
representatives from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, California Department of Fish and 
Wildlife, Monterey Bay Aquarium, and Friends of the Sea Otter.  Sea Otter Savvy began in 2015 
when it received its first grant from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  

 

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: 
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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. Project is a good investment of state resources.   

 The proposed project will implement recommendations in the Federal Recovery Plan for the 
California Sea Otter using funds targeted for the recovery of these species. The purpose of the 
funding source is the primary criteria used to select this project. The proposed project leverages 
non-state resources and educates the public on sea otter recovery efforts through engaging 
volunteer support, building regional partnerships with stakeholders, and participating in 
discussions with the Collaborative Network to develop a conceptual plan for sea otter 
reintroduction. These are important and cost-effective steps to recover and protect the 
southern sea otter population. 

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. 

Sea Otter Savvy will engage with the Tribal Marine Stewards Network and its constituent tribes 
to expand the SORCE program where tribes will have the opportunity to incorporate their 
regional history and cultural significance of sea otters within the outreach program. As part of 
outreach program, Sea Otter Savvy will work with tribes to add to the SORCE website to include 
a tribal and cultural significant section where tribal sites and names are represented.  

4. Project delivers multiple benefits and significant positive impact. 

Recovery of sea otter populations is not only important for the species, but healthy sea otter 
populations have been shown to benefit a variety of coastal and marine habitats including kelp 
forests, salt marsh, and sea grass ecosystems. Recovery of sea otters will enhance ecosystem 
health that may also benefit other wildlife species. The project will educate the public about the 
value of sea otters and establish a foundation of public support for the conservation of sea 
otters and other nearshore ecosystem species.  

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

The project is community outreach and engagement-based with a focus on building public 
awareness of sea otter conservation. The project will develop outreach material that 
disseminates science-based information to the public including posters, murals, and interactive 
websites. Further, with the project will host inner-city youth programs and underserved groups 
to a field-based learning experience. 

  

PROJECT FINANCING 

Coastal Conservancy $71,400 

Project Total $71,400 
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The anticipated source of Conservancy funds for the proposed project is an appropriation from 
the California Sea Otter Fund. Established in 2006, the California Sea Otter Fund is a state 
income tax check-off program allowing taxpayers to dedicate funds to facilitate sea otter 
recovery (Revenue and Taxation Code (RTC) Section 18754). The funds may be used for 
“research, science, protection projects or programs related to the Federal Sea Otter Recovery 
Plan or improving the nearshore ocean ecosystem, including, but not limited to, program 
activities to reduce sea otter mortality” (RTC Section 18754.2(a)(3)).  

The proposed authorization is consistent with the requirements of the California Sea Otter Fund 
in that funds will be used to further the objectives of the Final Revised Federal Southern Sea 
Otter Recovery Plan (2003)(“Recovery Plan”).  

Sea Otter Savvy’s education and outreach program will directly implement Task 7 of the 
Recovery Plan to “Develop and implement a public education and outreach program.”   

In 2015, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service completed a five-year review of the status of the 
Southern Sea Otter, as required by section 4(c)(2) of the Endangered Species Act. The review 
identified additional recovery actions that should be taken including, “develop and implement a 
plan to enhance natural range expansion through releases of small numbers of rehabilitated 
live-stranded sea otters.” Sea Otter Savvy will continue to participate with the Collaborative 
Network to inform the next steps of the conceptual plan for site selection and animal selection 
for sea otter reintroduction planning, which will ultimately enhance natural range expansion, 
consistent with the recommendations in the Recovery Plan. 

RTC Section 18754.2(b) requires the Conservancy to solicit available federal, private, matching, 
and other dollars to maximize or leverage funds benefitting sea otters. The project has in-kind 
contributions to the Sea Otter Savvy which are not quantified but include staff time from the 
program’s advisors including the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, California Department of Fish 
and Wildlife, and Defenders of Wildlife.  

 

CONSISTENCY WITH CONSERVANCY’S ENABLING LEGISLATION: 

The proposed project is consistent with Chapter 5.5 (Integrated Coastal and Marine Resources) 
of the Conservancy’s enabling legislation (Public Resources Code § 31220). Under Section 31220 
of the Public Resources Code, the Conservancy may undertake living marine resource 
protection and restoration projects in order to improve and protect coastal and marine water 
quality and habitats. 

Section 31220 states that a project must meet one or more of the objectives specified in 
subsection (b) of that section. The project “[r]educes threats to coastal and marine fish and 
wildlife” because it will inform and educate the public on sea otter reintroduction efforts 
(Public Resource Code § 31220(b)(3).  Sea otters are a threatened species that have reached the 
carrying capacity in their current range, and reintroduction may allow them to expand their 
range and increase their population. Additionally, range expansion reduces the threat of a 
catastrophic disaster such as an oil spill, because not all of the population would be affected by 
such an event. 
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Section 31220(c) requires projects funded pursuant to this section to include a monitoring and 
evaluation component. A monitoring and evaluation component is not relevant to this project 
because this project is an education and outreach program and therefore the project will not 
have a direct physical impact that can be monitored.  

 

CONSISTENCY WITH CONSERVANCY’S 2023-2027 STRATEGIC PLAN: 

Consistent with Goal 3.2, Restore or Enhance Habitats, of the Conservancy’s 2023-2027 
Strategic Plan, the proposed project will support the recovery of the southern sea otter by 
reintroducing it to its historic habitat range.  

 

CEQA COMPLIANCE: 

The Sea Otter Savvy educational program is categorically exempt from the provisions of the 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) pursuant to Title 14 CCR section 15322 
(Educational or Training Programs Involving No Physical Changes), which exempts the 
“adoption, alteration, or termination of educational or training programs which involve no 
physical alteration in the area affected.”  Implementation of the proposed outreach and public 
education campaign concerning responsible viewing of wild sea otters does not involve the 
physical alteration of the environment.  

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

 

https://scc.ca.gov/webmaster/ftp/pdf/sccbb/2022/2212/20221201Board04A_Strategic_Plan_Exhibit1.pdf
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