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San Francisco Bay is a dynamic, urban, estuarine environment that provides 
important habitat for fish, other aquatic organisms and wildlife, and is a valuable 
economic and aesthetic resource. While there is a general global understanding 
of the value of different estuarine habitat components, like eelgrass and 
mudflats, and productive zones for plankton or pelagic organisms, there is not a 
good understanding of many of these features and inter-relationships specific to 
San Francisco Bay. San Francisco Bay is the largest estuary on the west coast of 
the United States and one of the most urbanized estuaries in the United States. 
Despite considerable research conducted in San Francisco Bay, many gaps in 
knowledge remain concerning the different components of subtidal habitats and 
their utilization by aquatic species.   
 
There are many ongoing and emerging management challenges resulting from 
increased human use of subtidal habitats in the San Francisco Bay. These uses 
include dredging, sand mining, transportation projects, recreational use, marinas, 
shipping and ports, fishing, and industrial uses (e.g., factories, power plants, 
refineries), among others. Furthermore, the natural resources of the Bay are 
threatened by non-native species and other systemic alterations (e.g., 
bathymetric changes, water control in the delta and both point and non-point 
source pollution). Finally, there is a lack of information regarding the natural 
changes the bay has undergone and continues to undergo. Understanding the 
overall natural dynamics of the system provides a needed context for evaluating 
the effects of the various human uses and systemic alterations. 
 
Bay resource managers are required to evaluate the impacts of various activities 
and recommend appropriate avoidance, minimization or mitigation measures for 
those impacts. However, in many cases, these managers lack information 
specific to the subtidal areas of the San Francisco Bay upon which to make 
coordinated and successful recommendations. A more thorough understanding 
of habitat function and readily available potential restoration opportunities 
would improve agency decision-making.  
 
In addition, in the past, and in the absence of specific direction, restoration 
efforts mitigating impacts to subtidal habitats have largely been intertidal (e.g., 
tidal marsh). However, there is growing interest in initiating and implementing 
subtidal (e.g., eelgrass) restoration projects in the San Francisco Bay. For the 
most part, subtidal restoration projects are occurring without widespread 
coordination. In response, a systematic approach to restoration is needed to 
ensure subtidal restoration is occurring efficiently and effectively.  
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There is clearly a need to build on various historic efforts to develop a new 
management strategy that can protect and restore these habitats while allowing 
for appropriate use. The San Francisco Bay Subtidal Habitat Goals Project 
(Subtidal Habitat Goals Project) is a collaborative interagency effort between the 
San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission, the California 
Coastal Conservancy, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, US 
Environmental Protection Agency, and the San Francisco Estuary Project. The 
Subtidal Habitat Goals Project will establish a comprehensive, long-term 
management vision for protection, restoration, and appropriate use of the 
subtidal system in San Francisco Bay. The vision is to identify opportunities, 
challenges and threats within the Bay ecosystem and to provide a biological 
basis to guide protection strategies, restoration and research priorities, and 
management policies of public resource agencies.  
 

Objectives 
 
1. Identify, document, and describe subtidal habitats, their function and 

relationships within the San Francisco Bay. 
 
2. Identify, prioritize, and recommend research needs for understanding San 

Francisco Bay subtidal habitats and the current level of impacts to these 
habitats.  

 
3. Develop management goals for subtidal habitats in the San Francisco Bay 

based on the best available scientific information, including for habitat 
protection, enhancement, and restoration.  

 
Products 

 
1. A report of the San Francisco Bay subtidal habitats summarizing the 

existing information on the historic and current state of the Bay. This report 
will include known information regarding distribution, abundance, species 
associations, impacts to, and restoration efforts for the major subtidal 
habitats in the San Francisco Bay.   

 
2. A subtidal habitat goals report outlining recommendations and goals for 

use, protection, restoration, and research needs to improve subtidal habitat 
management in the San Francisco Bay. This report will be publicly 
accessible via website and hard copy.  

 
3. Website accessible information (e.g., maps) regarding subtidal habitats in 

the San Francisco Bay. For example, the website may provide maps of 
habitat distribution and abundance, general areas and types of commercial 
and recreational use, information on restoration activities and opportunities, 
and/or links to pertinent regulatory information. 
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Coordination and collaboration among state and Federal agencies, scientists, 
local governments, non-governmental organizations, and other user groups is 
crucial to the development of the Subtidal Habitat Goals Project. Broad 
participation in the process will insure a management strategy that is thorough, 
relevant and well supported.  
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