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TO: Commissioners and Alternates 

FROM: Lawrence J. Goldzband, Executive Director (415/352-3653; larry.goldzband@bcdc.ca.gov) 
Harriet Ross, Regulatory Director (415/352-3615; harriet.ross@bcdc.ca.gov) 

SUBJECT:  Staff Report for the Public Hearing on the Draft Environmental Assessment for the 
Cargill, Incorporated Solar Salt System Maintenance and Operation Activities Project 
(BCDC Permit Application 2021.003.00)  

 (For Commission consideration on September 5, 2024) 
 
 Summary  

In 2021, Cargill, Incorporated (Cargill) submitted a permit application for their Solar Salt System 
Maintenance and Operations Project.  Current maintenance and operation activities are undertaken 
pursuant to a permit that was issued by the San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development 
Commission (Commission) in 1995 and has been periodically extended to the present day. With respect 
to Cargill’s proposed Project, BCDC serves as the lead agency for purposes of the California 
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). This Draft Environmental Assessment (EA) prepared by BCDC analyzes 
the environmental impacts of the proposed continued maintenance and operation activities of Cargill’s 
Solar Salt System in Newark and Redwood City, California (proposed Project). This presentation and 
agenda item is intended to inform the Commission and the public on the potential environmental 
impacts of the proposed Project and serve as a public hearing  during the 30-day review period for the 
EA where  the public can  provide comments, and staff will transcribe those comments and consider 
them in the Final EA, consistent with 14 CCR 11523(a).  

 Staff Report  

Background 
 

On April 2021, BCDC received an application from Cargill for the Solar Salt System Maintenance and 
Operations Project. The Project purpose is to continue maintenance of and operational activities at 
Cargill’s solar salt systems in Newark/Fremont and Redwood City in a safe and environmentally-
protective manner over the next 10 years (the anticipated permit duration). The Project objectives 
include: (1) continue conducting various activities necessary to maintain the integrity and stability of 
earthen berms, water control structures, and other infrastructure associated with salt-making to ensure 
continued viability of salt production activities; (2) allow for implementation of preliminary sea level rise 
adaptation efforts, including studies; and (3) permit Cargill to develop and implement alternative 
maintenance methods that may further reduce the effects of maintenance activities on the environment, 
improve efficiency, and/or adapt to changing climate conditions, where appropriate. 
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With respect to Cargill’s proposed Project, BCDC serves as the lead agency for purposes of CEQA. 
However, BCDC is exempt from typical CEQA requirements of a lead agency to prepare an environmental 
impact report, negative declaration, or mitigated negative declaration for Cargill’s proposed Project 
because it instead implements a regulatory program that has been certified by the Secretary of Natural 
Resources as meeting the requirements of CEQA, codified at Public Resources Code section 21080.5. (For 
BCDC’s certified program, refer to Title 14 of the California Code of Regulations section 15251(h) [14 CCR 
§ 15251(h)].) Therefore, pursuant to regulations for implementing CEQA when it acts as lead agency 
pursuant to its certified program, BCDC has prepared this EA, which has been prepared in a manner so 
that other agencies with permitting/regulatory authority over Cargill’s proposed Project may 
subsequently rely on the EA in order to satisfy their obligations under CEQA as responsible agencies (14 
CCR § 15253(b).) It should be noted that subsequent agencies for which Cargill may need entitlements 
from may require project changes or mitigation measures beyond those identified in this document 
under authority and justification of their own legal regimes beyond CEQA. 

A Draft EA was prepared and initially circulated in 2021 for a 30-day public comment period (State 
Clearinghouse No. 2020080442, documents are posted here: 
https://ceqanet.opr.ca.gov/2020080442/3. At that time, four written comments were received (and are 
available here: https://bcdc.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/354/2024/07/2021-public-comments-
cargill.pdf).  

This EA was not finalized however due to changes that arose with the project description. This Draft EA is 
being recirculated by BCDC to inform the public and decision makers about changes to the project 
description and provide an updated assessment of potential impacts associated with the proposed 
Project. The recirculated Draft EA was published on August 22, 2024 for a 30-day public comment period. 
The final day of the public comment period is September 21, 2024.  

Project Location 

As shown in the attached Figure 1-1, the Project would be located primarily in Alameda County on the 
east shore of the San Francisco Bay, with a smaller area on the west shore in San Mateo County.  Salt 
production is conducted in three primary areas: Newark Plants 1 and 2, and the Redwood City Plant. In 
addition to these three primary plant areas, Cargill also operates Baumberg Pond B-3C north of 
Alameda Creek, as well as the Cargill West Bay areas as part of the salt-making operations. The Cargill 
West Bay areas include the Redwood City Maintenance Pond at U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
Pond SF-2 (formerly known as the SF-2 Donut) and the West Bay lands overlying the brine pipeline 
under the Bay connecting the Redwood City Plant to the Newark plants. The three plant sites, Pond B-
3C, and the Cargill West Bay areas together comprise the “Project area.” 

 
The Project area includes 41 parcels, including parcels that are owned by Cargill and parcels owned by 
the USFWS as the Don Edwards San Francisco Bay National Wildlife Refuge. Cargill has the perpetual 
right to operate on the USFWS parcels in accordance with the 1979 agreement between USFWS and 
Leslie Salt Company (Cargill’s predecessor).  

https://ceqanet.opr.ca.gov/2020080442/3
https://bcdc.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/354/2024/07/2021-public-comments-cargill.pdf
https://bcdc.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/354/2024/07/2021-public-comments-cargill.pdf
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Proposed Activity  

Under the McAteer-Petris, BCDC has regulatory authority over statutorily-specified activities that could 
impact the San Francisco Bay and other statutorily-specified jurisdictions for which BCDC has regulatory 
authority, including salt ponds. Cargill and its predecessor companies have been operating salt ponds for 
solar salt production in the South San Francisco Bay since the turn of the 20th century and have 
performed activities under BCDC permits since 1977. The most recent permit was issued in 1995 and has 
been extended multiple times. Cargill is proposing to continue operation and maintenance of its existing 
sea salt production facilities located in south San Francisco Bay. 

 
Cargill produces sea salt through solar evaporation of sea water. Sea water from San Francisco Bay is 
introduced into concentrators (also known as evaporation ponds), where a substantial portion of the 
water evaporates, resulting in a concentrated brine. The concentrated brine is then transferred to 
“pickle ponds” where evaporation continues until the brine reaches a concentration suitable for 
harvesting. Harvestable brine is transferred into crystallizers, where additional evaporation results in the 
precipitation of sodium chloride (NaCl, i.e., table salt). There are also post-harvesting salt ponds, and 
wash ponds. The post-harvesting salt ponds include two ponds storing mixed sea salts (MSS, salts 
remaining after all commercial products are harvested), and the six small FMC ponds, which store high-
salinity magnesium-rich brines for harvest of additional salt products. No additives or chemicals are used 
to produce salt; solar and wind energy alone cause evaporation. 

 
To keep the operation in working condition, Cargill must maintain the existing earthen berms around the 
various ponds, pond intake and support structures, the salt ponds themselves, and the other various 
structures in the Project area. The majority of Cargill’s maintenance and operations activities involve 
activities to ensure the continuing operation of these features. Cargill’s proposed salt pond maintenance 
activities include: 

• Adding, replacing and repairing soil, filter fabric, and riprap on limited sections of berms 
• Adding soil to berms and grading the tops to address erosion, improve drivability and adapt to 

sea level rise 
• Maintaining and replacing infrastructure such as pumps, tide gates, and platforms 
• Removing sediment at pump intakes 
• Installing fish screens on a pump or pumps at their main intake, the Coyote Intake on Alameda 

Creek 

Summary of the Environmental Assessment 
 
The Draft EA, at the time of this hearing, can be reviewed and downloaded from a special web page on 
the BCDC web site set up for the Cargill EA and permit application process: 
https://bcdc.ca.gov/2024/07/02/environmental-assessment-cargill-incorporated-solar-salt-system-
maintenance-and-operations-activities/. Comments will be received through September 21, 2024, after 
which BCDC will prepare a Final EA with responses to significant environmental issues raised in the 
comments. The Final EA and the permit application will go before the Commission at a meeting at the 
end of the year where the Commission will consider adoption of the EA and granting of the permit for a 
10-year period of operation.  
 
The EA analyzes the environmental impacts of the proposed continued maintenance and operation 

https://bcdc.ca.gov/2024/07/02/environmental-assessment-cargill-incorporated-solar-salt-system-maintenance-and-operations-activities/
https://bcdc.ca.gov/2024/07/02/environmental-assessment-cargill-incorporated-solar-salt-system-maintenance-and-operations-activities/
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activities of Cargill’s Solar Salt System. The EA is divided into six sections as follows: 

• Section 1 provides the Project background; agency and Cargill, Incorporated (applicant)  
information; Project objectives and anticipated agency approvals; and a summary of the public 
review and comment process. 

• Section 2 describes the proposed Project including its location, equipment, facilities, level of 
activity, and an overview of the Project’s operations and schedule. 

• Section 3 provides the evaluation of environmental effects including the environmental setting, 
identification and analysis of potential impacts, and discussion of measures that, if incorporated 
into the Project, would mitigate or avoid those impacts in accordance with 14 CCR sections 11521 
and 15253.  

• Section 4 presents information on report preparation and the preparers of this document. 

• Section 5 presents the reference list of documents cited in the EA. 

• Section 6 includes a glossary of key terms used. 

The EA describes the maintenance and operation activities in detail and provides anticipated quantities 
of materials and Bay fill involved over the 10-year extent of the permit. Best management practices 
(BMPs) that Cargill will follow during maintenance and operation to minimize environmental impacts are 
detailed in the EA. For example, BMPs include performing berm maintenance from land, during low tide, 
and within wildlife work windows to the extent feasible. Key issues assessed in the EA include the 
following potential environmental impacts: 

• Maintenance activities on various species and sensitive habitat within and adjacent to the
 Cargill Solar Salt system 

• Placement of riprap on the outboard berm slopes facing the Bay 
• Sea level rise and seismic events on berm integrity 
• Water intake and sediment removal on special-status fish species 
• Maintenance activities on cultural and tribal cultural resources 

In the EA, nine potentially significant impacts were identified, and mitigation measures developed to 
bring them to a level of less than significant impact. Generalizations of these impacts and mitigation 
measures are as follows (please see the EA for the actual language): 

• Four in the category of Biological Resources: 

o The potential for brine seepage out of ponds and onto Bay resources will be minimized 
by monitoring and inspecting for seepage and continuing berm keying or other approved 
methods for controlling seepage.  

o There is a potential for entrainment of special status fish at Cargill’s Bay water intakes. 
Monitoring studies will be undertaken to better understand when and where fish are 
present and at least one fish screen will be required on Cargill’s main Coyote intake on 
Alameda Creek. The appropriateness of installing fish screens on the remaining intakes 
and compensatory mitigation for unavoidable impacts will be applied in consultation 
with the other regulatory agencies (National Marine Fisheries Service, U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, and Regional Water Quality Control Board).  

o Potential hydroacoustic impacts due to impact pile driving will be minimized 
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through the development of a mitigation and monitoring plan.  
o Unavoidable permanent impacts to State- or Federally-protected wetlands will be 

mitigated by providing compensatory mitigation. 
• Three in the categories of Cultural and Tribal Cultural Resources: 

o Inadvertent encounters of undiscovered tribal cultural resources during ground-
disturbing activities will be mitigated by consulting with tribal representatives and 
following regulatory procedures on treatment/mitigation. 

o Inadvertent encounters of undiscovered archaeological resources during ground-
disturbing activities will be mitigated by consulting with a qualified archeologist 
and following regulatory procedures on treatment/mitigation. 

o Inadvertent encounters of human remains during ground-disturbing activities will 
be mitigated by contacting the County coroner and if necessary the coroner will 
contact the Native American Heritage Commission, in compliance with regulatory 
procedures. 

• One in the category of Geology/Seismicity: Berm keying has the potential risk of 
weakening the berm in a seismic event. Cargill will evaluate these potential effects, 
present the results and any proposed mitigations to BCDC’s Engineering Criteria Review 
Board (ECRB) for review. 

• One in the category of Hydrology and Water Quality: The salt pond outboard berms 
(facing the Bay) are potentially vulnerable to wave runup and overtopping during storm 
events. A study will be performed to examine this risk and propose mitigations where 
appropriate.  

The EA concluded that all potentially significant impacts can be mitigated to a less than significant level 
with the mitigation measures included. 

Permit Application Process 
Concurrent with preparation of the EA, BCDC staff have been reviewing permit application materials 
submitted by Cargill. It is anticipated that the permit will align with the BMPs and mitigation measures in 
the Final EA.  
 
As part of the permitting process, Cargill has presented technical information to the ECRB regarding the 
geotechnical stability of the mixed sea salt (MSS) berms and the risk of overtopping from waves and sea 
level rise.  Two ECRB meetings have been held to date on November 22, 2022 and August 30, 2023. A 
third ECRB meeting is scheduled for September 11, 2024 to discuss the results of a geotechnical 
investigation and updated analyses on berm stability and sea level rise. During ECRB meetings the public 
is able to comment on the technical information presented.  Staff received a comment letter expressing 
concerns about the potential release of mixed sea salts (MSS) from Ponds P2-12 and P2-13.  

Outreach Activities 
The EA process as well as the requirement for the applicant to comply with BCDC’s Environmental Justice 
and Social Equity policies resulted in BCDC and Cargill conducting community outreach meetings on the  

Project. Two virtual community meetings were held on August 8, 2023. These meetings had live Spanish 
translation.  Community-based organizations in the vicinity of the Project area were identified and 
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invited to the meetings.   Notices and recordings of these meetings can be found here:  
https://bcdc.ca.gov/cargill-salt-ponds-meetings/. One public comment was received expressing concern 
about the integrity of the berms at the MSS ponds and the future storage capacity of the MSS ponds, 
which are addressed in the EA.  

In July 2024, the Executive Director of BCDC sent 20 letters to local native American tribes to notify them 
of the Project. To date, BCDC has received responses from four of the tribes, primarily asking to 
participate in excavations that could expose cultural resources.  

At the time this staff report was written, a virtual community outreach meeting for the Draft EA is 
planned for September 4, 2024 from 7-8 pm.   Notices for the community meeting and this September 5 
Commission hearing meeting were sent via US Postal Service to all the neighbors within 1,000 feet of the 
Cargill facilities including 6 mobile home parks with approximately 675 units near the Redwood City Plant 
and approximately 900 townhouse/condominiums near the Newark Plants.  Meeting notices were also 
sent to community-based organizations, tribal representatives, and the project’s Interested Party email 
list. Live Spanish translation will be provided.  Public comments will be collected at this meeting.  

At today’s hearing, both oral and written public comments will be heard and collected.  

The hearing for the Final EA and consideration of the permit by the Commission is anticipated to be 
heard by the Commission at a meeting occurring at the end of 2024. 
 
 
 
ATTACHMENT: 
 
Figure 1-1:  Cargill Solar Salt System Vicinity and Project Site

https://bcdc.ca.gov/cargill-salt-ponds-meetings/
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Figure 1-1
Cargill Solar Salt System Vicinity 
and Project Site
Cargill, Incorporated
Alameda and San Mateo County, CA
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