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Program Background
The State Water Resources Control Board (Water Boards) established the statewide “Water Quality Control 
Policy on the Use of Coastal and Estuarine Waters for Power Plant Cooling” (Policy)1 in 2010 requiring power 
generating facilities in California to significantly reduce using once-through cooling (OTC) technology. The Policy 
requires that interim mitigation payments assessed against power plants for using OTC technology as they come 
into final compliance with the Policy support “mitigation projects directed toward increases in marine life 
associated with the state’s marine protected areas (MPAs) in the geographic region of the facility.” Per the 
Policy, the California Ocean Protection Council (OPC) receives up to $5.4 million annually from interim mitigation 
payments made by power plants that are still operating. 

These funds are distributed through the OTC Interim Mitigation Program (Program) at OPC’s discretion and in 
close coordination and collaboration with the Water Boards and the State Coastal Conservancy. The funds can 
be distributed through two funding mechanisms: 1) a competitive award program, and 2) discretionary awards 
including but not limited to interagency contracts and other projects addressing timely or emerging problems. 
Funds will decrease as power plants come into compliance with the Policy, and the Program is expected to end 
in 2030 when all power plants are required to be in compliance.

To offset the negative impacts of OTC on coastal environments, the Program prioritizes mitigation payment 
investment through four categories to ensure effective management of California’s MPA network:

· Enforcement of MPA regulations statewide
Enforcement of relevant MPA regulations is specifically mentioned in the Marine Life Protection Act2 as 
essential to ensure a successful MPA network that has the best chance to achieve ecological goals. 
Recurring poaching of marine life in MPAs decreases diversity, populations, and reproductive output, 
and can therefore affect an ecosystem’s ability to recover from or mitigate negative impacts.3

· Outreach and education to improve compliance of MPA regulations statewide
Outreach and education to the public is a critical component of establishing and maintaining compliance 
with MPA regulations. Improved public awareness of MPA regulations can serve as OTC impact 
mitigation because it increases protection of marine life within MPAs, which in turn maximizes the 
expected ecological benefits from these areas.4

· Research to establish and quantify the expected ecological benefits of the MPA network and 
understand what additional mitigation may be required to offset OTC impacts 

1 https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/ocean/cwa316/docs/otcpolicy_2017.pdf 
2http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=FGC&division=3.&title=&part=&chapter=10.5.&article 
3 IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas (IUCN-WCPA) (2008). Establishing Marine Protected Area Networks—Making It Happen. 
Washington, D.C.: IUCN-WCPA, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and The Nature Conservancy. 118 p 
https://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/mpanetworksmakingithappen_en.pdf 
4 https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1657v5d.27 
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The Marine Life Protection Act Master Plan5 identifies research and monitoring as a key focal area to 
ensure that cutting-edge science informs adaptive management of the MPA network. Research to 
establish and quantify the expected ecological benefits of the MPA network is critical to understanding 
what additional mitigation projects may be required to offset for OTC impacts. A Working Group6 of the 
OPC Science Advisory Team (OPC-SAT), convened by the California Ocean Science Trust, identified this 
type of research as being essential to achieve the goals of the Policy.7 Research supported by Program 
funds will help evaluate and quantify the degree to which the MPA network may be mitigating for OTC 
impacts and document ecological benefits provided by the increasing biomass and reproductive output.

· Restoration that increases marine life in the geographic region of the facility
The OPC-SAT Working Group6 - scientists with expertise in mitigation, restoration, larval dynamics, 
oceanography, kelp forests, MPAs, and OTC impacts - identified an ecological framework that would 
evaluate restoration projects that would have a high likelihood of meeting the requirements of the 
Policy to increase marine life associated with California’s MPA Network. The Working Group also applied 
the best science available to interpret the Policy’s key terms: “increases in marine life”, “associated with 
the state’s marine protected areas”, and “geographic region of the facility”. 7 Further explanation of 
these key policy terms is provided in OPC’s Program Award Guidelines.8

OPC will allocate the funds across these four categories as determined by an ongoing needs assessment and the 
MPA Statewide Leadership Team Work Plan9. All projects funded through the Program will be subject to Council 
review and approval. A minimum of a 10-day public comment period will be made available prior to the Council 
meeting for public review of the recommended projects.    

Project Eligibility 
All projects funded through the Program must be consistent with the Water Boards’ Policy. Projects must 
demonstrate that the expected outcomes increase marine life associated with the State’s marine protected 
areas and fall within at least one of the four Program priorities categories described above. Projects should be 
focused within the geographic region of the facilities as defined by the OPC-SAT Working Group as Big Sur to San 
Diego including islands, wetlands, and estuaries within that region. Projects with a statewide application are 
eligible to receive funding if the expected outcomes are connected to the geographic region. Projects that 
address water quality issues must show direct long-term benefits to MPAs in the geographic region. Projects 
must be ready to start work upon approval, though planning activities that will lead to the successful design and 
implementation of projects may be included in an award. Such activities may include project development, 
implementation strategy development, watershed assessments, and project-specific activities such as design 
and baseline data collection. 

Funded Projects
As of August 2021, OPC received $5,400,000 in mitigation payments from the power plants’ Operating Years 
15/16, 16/17, 17/18, and 18/19 totaling $21,600,000 in funds for the Program to date. OPC has financed 10 
projects with these funds spanning the four priority categories. Of the funds received thus far, $18,126,768.48 
have been encumbered. An overview of the projects that have been funded through the Program and the 
distribution of funds across priority categories are listed in the table and pie chart below.

5 https://nrm.dfg.ca.gov/FileHandler.ashx?DocumentID=133535&inline 
6 http://www.oceansciencetrust.org/projects/scientific-guidance-for-once-through-cooling-mitigation-funds/ 
7 http://www.opc.ca.gov/webmaster/OST-Ocean-Restoration-Methods-Final-HighRes.pdf 
8 https://opc.ca.gov/webmaster/_media_library/2018/10/OTCAwardGuidelines_OceanProtectionCouncil_FINAL.pdf 
9 http://www.opc.ca.gov/programs-summary/marine-protected-areas/partnerships/ 
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Future Investments
To best invest the nearly $54.5 million OPC anticipates receiving over the timeframe power plants are required 
to make interim mitigation payments, OPC has set the following funding guidelines across the Program’s priority 
categories: 

· Outreach & Education: $10,570,741
· Enforcement & Compliance: $14,000,000
· Research & Monitoring: $10,000,000
· Restoration: $16,000,000
· Staff support: $3,900,000

In agreement with the State Coastal Conservancy and the Water Boards, OPC will dedicate $6 million of the 
approximately $9 million it anticipates receiving from the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power for 
mitigation payments for the Haynes Generating Station to restoration projects in the greater Los Angeles area.

The amounts listed above could change depending on circumstances such as power plant compliance deadline 
extensions or unanticipated funding needs for emerging concerns. Whenever possible, OPC will leverage other 
funds and partnerships to further amplify the impact of the Program’s investments. 

Contact
Visit the OTC Interim Mitigation Program website for more information: 
https://www.opc.ca.gov/once-through-cooling-interim-mitigation-program/ 

For additional questions or information, please contact: 
Lindsay Bonito
Marine Protected Areas Program Manager
California Ocean Protection Council 
Lindsay.Bonito@resources.ca.gov 
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