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Frequently Asked Questions 
 

What is NOAA Fisheries releasing? 
NOAA Fisheries is releasing a public draft of the Coastal Multispecies Recovery Plan 
(proposed plan). The proposed plan provides a road map to achieve the recovery of 
California Coastal Chinook salmon, Northern California steelhead, and Central California 
Coast steelhead. These species are listed as threatened under the federal Endangered 
Species Act (ESA).   
 
Section 4(f) of the ESA directs NOAA Fisheries to develop and implement recovery 
plans for threatened and endangered species. This proposed plan serves as a resource to 
organize on-the-ground actions to recover each species. It provides guidance to federal, 
state, local, and tribal resource managers, as well as private organizations and 
landowners, on steps they can take to help recover Chinook salmon and steelhead in 
California. 
 

What is NOAA Fisheries asking of the public? 
NOAA Fisheries is inviting the public to comment on the proposed plan. Comments will 
be used to improve the plan, suggest recovery actions, and facilitate public education 
about the status of these species. You can provide comments to NOAA Fisheries by e-
mail at: WCR_CMSRecoveryPlan.Comments@noaa.gov; or by mail to NOAA Fisheries, 
Recovery Team, 777 Sonoma Avenue, Room 325, Santa Rosa, California 95404. 
Comments will be accepted through December 4, 2015. 
 
We will also host a series of workshops to inform interested parties about the proposed 
plan and we will accept written public comments here as well. These include: 

• UKIAH--October 14, 2015 UC Cooperative Extension Mendocino, 890 N. Bush 
Street, Ukiah, CA 95482, from 6-8 pm 

• ARCATA--October 15, 2015 Humboldt Area Foundation, 363 Indianola Road, 
Bayside, CA 95524, from 6-8 pm 

• SANTA CRUZ--October 20, 2015, Southwest Fisheries Science Center, 110 
Shaffer Road, Santa Cruz, CA 95060, from 3-5 pm 

• OAKLAND--November  3 , 2015 Elihu M Harris State Building, 1515 Clay St. 
Oakland, CA 94612, from 1-3 pm 

• SANTA ROSA--November 5, 2015, Sonoma County Water Agency, 404 
Aviation Blvd., Santa Rosa, CA 95403 from 1-3 pm 

Where are these species located? 
The proposed plan covers approximately 8 million acres along California’s central coast, 
extending from the Redwood Creek watershed in Humboldt County, south to the Aptos 
Creek watershed in Santa Cruz County. The area includes the San Francisco Bay estuary 
and its tributaries, as well as Humboldt Bay and its tributaries, but it excludes the 
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Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers. The diverse geographic setting includes redwood and 
oak forestlands, rural working forests and agricultural lands, as well as the highly 
urbanized areas surrounding San Francisco Bay. 
 
California Coastal Chinook extend from Redwood Creek in Humboldt County, south to, 
and including, the Russian River in Sonoma and Mendocino counties. Northern 
California steelhead extend from Redwood Creek in Humboldt County, south to, and 
including, the Gualala River in Sonoma and Mendocino counties. And Central California 
Coast steelhead extend from the Russian River in Sonoma and Mendocino counties, 
south to Aptos Creek in Santa Cruz County. Central California Coast steelhead utilizes 
tributaries to the San Francisco Bay, as far east as Suisun Creek. 
 
Why are California Coastal Chinook salmon, Northern California steelhead, and Central California 
Coast steelhead facing extinction? 
Several factors contributed to the decline of California Coastal Chinook salmon, Northern 
California steelhead, and Central California Coast steelhead. Development activities 
throughout northern and central California have changed the landscape significantly for 
these fish over the last 100 years. Dams, water diversions, agricultural development, and 
resource extraction, among other activities, reduced the quantity and quality of habitat 
available to these species, in turn impacting their overall health. Collectively, these 
activities contributed to each species’ decline and led to their listings as “threatened” 
under the Endangered Species Act. 
 

Am I legally required to implement the recovery plan? 
The proposed recovery plan is not a regulatory document and its implementation is 
voluntary, as will be the final recovery plan, once adopted. The proposed plan uses the 
best available scientific information to identify the actions needed to prevent the species’ 
further decline and achieve its recovery. 
 

If the proposed recovery plan serves as guidance, and is not a regulatory document, what does 
NOAA Fisheries seek to accomplish? 
Working with a broad group of recovery partners (e.g., federal, state and local agencies, 
watershed groups, etc.), NOAA Fisheries intends to recover California Coastal Chinook 
salmon, Northern California steelhead, and Central California Coast steelhead, and this 
proposed plan serves as the road map to do so. The plan identifies the actions needed to 
achieve recovery, and includes objective, measurable criteria by which we will determine 
when recovery has been reached. By clearly articulating the conditions under which each 
species will be considered “recovered,” and the actions needed to reach that point, the 
proposed plan allows recovery partners to integrate actions that will promote recovery 
into existing restoration programs and processes. 
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What types of actions are required to recover California Coastal Chinook salmon, Northern 
California steelhead, and Central California Coast steelhead?   
The proposed recovery plan identifies actions designed to restore the ecological processes 
that support healthy salmon and steelhead populations, and addresses the various 
activities that harm these processes and threaten the species’ survival. For example, 
proposed actions call for ensuring regulatory mechanisms are adequately protective of 
salmon and steelhead; restoring riparian conditions by improving timber harvest and 
grazing practices; restoring floodplains and channel structure by increasing the amount of 
large wood in streams; improving in-stream flows by changing the amount and timing of 
water withdrawals; restoring passage for salmon and steelhead as they migrate to and 
from the ocean; and protecting and restoring estuarine habitat, among other actions. 
 

Are all recovery actions of equal importance? 
All actions listed in the proposed plan are needed to recover the species. However, some 
actions provide more immediate benefits than others. When choosing particular recovery 
actions to implement, recovery partners should consider recovery action priorities. In the 
proposed plan, each recovery action’s priority is based on: 1) whether an action is needed 
to prevent extinction or a significant decline of any population; and 2) the extent to which 
each action will address the significant decline in habitat quality, or other negative 
impacts. 
 

What is the timeframe for achieving recovery of California Coastal Chinook salmon, Northern 
California steelhead, and Central California Coast steelhead?   
The proposed plan estimates that recovery of these species could take 50 to 100 years. It 
includes recovery actions for each species organized into implementation schedules.  
Wherever practicable, the schedules satisfy the requirement of the Endangered Species 
Act that each recovery plan include “estimates of the time required and the cost to carry 
out those measures needed to achieve the plan’s goal and to achieve intermediate steps 
toward that goal.” Many actions will benefit two or more listed species. 
 
If sufficient funds are available, many recovery actions could occur relatively quickly and 
contribute to lower extinction risks for many populations. Healthy populations, in turn, 
contribute to the recovery of the entire species. Given that habitat degradation has 
occurred over more than 100 years, some aspects of habitat restoration will take decades 
to be fully realized. For example, trees large enough to provide large wood to streams, 
which provide healthy instream habitat for fish, can take decades to grow to sufficient 
size.  
 
Is salmon recovery possible given California’s current drought conditions? 
Yes. Providing sufficient and cool water flows for salmon in warm, critically dry years is 
difficult, but droughts are not new to California. Salmon evolved under these conditions.  
Effective water management must balance human needs, agricultural production, and 
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species’ conservation. To protect California Coastal Chinook salmon, Northern 
California steelhead, and Central California Coast steelhead during the current and future 
droughts, the proposed plan recommends enforcement of unpermitted diversions, 
identification of in-stream flow needs for salmon and steelhead, and the development of 
voluntary water conservation and in-stream flow agreements in certain watersheds. 
 
In order to achieve recovery of these species, it will be necessary to ensure there is 
sufficient water in rivers for salmon and steelhead to spawn and rear successfully. The 
proposed plan identifies high priority actions that can be used to make tough decisions 
about the amount and timing of water releases and diversions. Using the proposed 
recovery plan to help make these decisions ensures we are using the best available 
information to minimize the drought’s impacts on each of these species. NOAA Fisheries 
is working with the California State Water Resources Control Board to set near- and 
long-term flow objectives. These objectives seek to balance water demands with adequate 
protections for listed fish. 
 

How will we know California Coastal Chinook salmon, Northern California steelhead, and Central 
California Coast steelhead have recovered? 
The proposed plan includes criteria NOAA Fisheries will use to determine when each 
species has recovered and federal protections are no longer needed. There are two types 
of criteria identified in the plan: biological viability criteria and threat abatement criteria.  
The former includes goals for abundance, or the number of individuals in a population; 
productivity, or the growth rate of a population; spatial structure, or the geographic 
distribution of individuals; and diversity, which ensures the retention of the genetic, life 
history, and behavioral variation within a population. Recovery criteria also address the 
specific listing factor identified as a threat. Threats are typically land use activities, such 
as agriculture or development. When threat abatement criteria are met, the threats facing 
these species and contributing to their decline will have been sufficiently reduced to 
allow the species to recover to healthy numbers and survive into the future. 
 

What are the economic benefits of recovering these species? 
Healthy salmon and steelhead populations provide significant economic benefits. Entire 
communities, businesses, jobs and cultures have been built around the salmon and 
steelhead of California. Similarly, many communities, businesses and jobs have been lost 
as wild populations have steadily declined. In other words, unhealthy salmon and 
steelhead populations signify lost economic opportunities and an unhealthy environment.  
Every dollar spent on salmon and steelhead recovery will promote local, state, federal, 
and tribal economies, and should be viewed as an investment with both societal (e.g., 
healthy ecosystems and clean rivers where we and our children can swim and play) and 
economic returns. 
 
The act of implementing the proposed recovery plan itself, together with the actual 
recovery of the species, will provide substantial economic benefits. The largest economic 
returns resulting from recovered salmon and steelhead populations are associated with 
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sport and commercial fishing. For example, the California commercial and recreational 
salmon fisheries are estimated to generate a total of $118-279 million in income annually, 
and provide roughly two to three thousand jobs. These figures will increase as salmon 
runs increase, providing both economic gains and more commercial and recreational 
fishing opportunities. With a revived sport and commercial fishery, these substantial 
economic gains and the creation of jobs would be realized across the range of California 
Coastal Chinook salmon, Northern California steelhead, and Central California Coast 
steelhead, most notably in river and coastal communities. 
 
The economy also will be stimulated through the employment of workers needed to 
implement recovery projects. Habitat restoration projects stimulate job creation at a level 
comparable to traditional infrastructure investments, such as mass transit, roads, or water 
projects. Every dollar invested in watershed restoration projects travels through the 
state’s economy. Design, implementation, and maintenance of habitat restoration projects 
require hiring consultants, contractors, employees, and field crews; and purchasing 
equipment, goods and services. People hired to carry out such projects spend their wages 
on goods and services in their local communities. In Oregon, for example, 90% of 
investments in habitat restoration have been shown to stay in the state. 
 

What additional benefits will be realized by recovering these species? 
Habitats restored to properly functioning conditions for salmon and steelhead offer 
enhanced resource values and provide substantial non-monetary benefits to human 
communities. These benefits include: improving and protecting the quality of important 
surface and ground water supplies, reducing damage from flooding resulting from 
floodplain development, reducing expenditures on bank stabilization or flood control 
actions, and limiting incidence of high severity fire. Restoring and maintaining healthy 
watersheds also enhances important human uses of aquatic habitats, including outdoor 
recreation, ecological education, field-based research, aesthetic benefits, and the 
preservation of tribal and cultural heritage. 
 

How much will it cost to recover these species? 
The ESA requires recovery plans to include estimates of the time required and the cost to 
carry out those measures needed to achieve the plan’s goals. For this proposed plan, 
NOAA Fisheries estimates recovery of the California Coastal Chinook salmon, Northern 
California steelhead, and Central California Coast steelhead may take 50 to 100 years and 
provides costs for known recovery actions. While many other actions (action steps) have 
been included in the proposed plan, costs for some actions are not fully known and will 
depend on further study, local assessments of conditions, development of new technology 
and methodologies, and the interim response of populations to implementation of other 
actions. Cost estimates for these activities have yet to be determined. NOAA Fisheries 
will make every attempt to assess such costs before the plan is finalized. Although the 
cost for recovery will be a significant amount of money, it is important to note the cost 
for recovery of each species will bring many ancillary benefits to the public as well as 
other species. For example, once implemented, many of the identified recovery actions 
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described in this proposed plan will also directly benefit the recovery of other salmon 
populations throughout coastal California, and vice versa. Therefore, costs of salmon 
recovery will be shared among species within the recovery domain.  
  

How can I provide comments on the draft recovery plan? 
You can provide comments on the proposed recovery plan by e-mail at 
WCR_CMSRecoveryPlan.Comments@noaa.gov; or by mail to NOAA Fisheries, 
Recovery Team, 777 Sonoma Avenue, Room 325, Santa Rosa, California 95404. 
Comments will be accepted through December 7, 2015. We will also host a series of 
workshops to inform interested parties about the proposed recovery plan, and we will 
accept public comments at the workshops as well (for details on public meetings, please 
see question titled, “What is NOAA Fisheries asking of the public?” above).  

 

What are NOAA Fisheries next steps for finalizing the recovery plan? 
NOAA Fisheries is soliciting review and comment from the public and all interested 
parties on the proposed recovery plan, and we will consider all substantive comments 
received during the review period before finalizing the plan. Comments will be used to 
improve the plan, suggest recovery actions, and facilitate public education about the 
status of these species. 
 


