
22 Year Old Plan
Updating the Pillar Point Master Plan or developing a current PPH Strategic Plan 
will require background studies, input from key stakeholders, public outreach, and 
a public visioning process that evaluates needs and results in a strategic plan for 
phased implementation.  

Public workshops aimed at defining current and future needs and project 
prioritization should include permitting agencies. A cooperative approach to 
coastal zone planning helps streamline the permitting process.  

This presentation was prepared by San Mateo County 
Harbor Commissioner Sabrina Brennan for discussion 
purposes only and does not represent the position of the 
Habor District at this time. 

March 3, 2013
Aerial images courtesy of  California Coastal Records Project
A few pages from the 9/25/12 Midcoast Community Council 
Presentation by Lisa Ketcham have been included.
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Why update PPH Master Plan?
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The 1991 Pillar Point Harbor Master Plan is the only strategic planning document 
available for Pillar Point Harbor and it’s obsolete. Going without a current 
comprehensive strategic plan results in a piecemeal approach to planning and risks 
wasting public funds. 

The County will begin work on the Princeton Planing Update soon. It would be good 
timing to begin a PPH Master Plan update or develop a new PPH strategic plan now 
because this is a well timed opportunity to work constructively with the public, the 
County and the permitting agencies in a cooperative environment.
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Strategic plans should encourage consideration of water-dependent 
activities (and supporting businesses) as the highest and best use of the 
harbor and surround area.  The longevity and health of the Harbor depend 
upon it.  

Local economic development as well as Harbor development should be 
encouraged to focus on retaining existing water-dependent activities and 
adding new ones.

Encourage Water-Dependent Activities
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Strengthening environmental performance by undertaking concrete 
and measurable actions through a process of continuous improvement 
should be prioritized. 

Best environmental practices, such as improving water quality and oil 
spill prevention are crucial to public safety.

The Harbor District has an important role to play educating the public/
boaters about oil spill prevention, oil spill containment, improving 
water quality, protecting the marine environment and protecting 
wildlife and sea birds.

Water Quality & Wildlife 
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Strategic plans should encourage improved public access to the Harbor facilities including: 
improved walkways, restroom facilities and flexible outdoor space. 

Pedestrian and bicycle access improvements will reduce the strain on Harbor parking lots 
and improve air quality.  This goal could be met by developing a plan to complete the 
California Coastal Trail segment through the Harbor, and include additional bike racks and 
a bike rental station.

Encourage water-dependent recreational uses such as small boats, SUP, and kayaks.

Improve management of the mooring fields and anchorage.

Encourage marine related infrastructure; boatyard, marine chandlery, and marine-related 
vendors, located in close proximity to the Harbor.

Encourage a well planned dredging and beach nourishment/shoreline protection program. 
The Harbor District should not continue to miss beach nourishment opportunities along the 
Princeton Shoreline and Surfer’s Beach.

Coastal Access
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In 1991 sea-level rise was not a concern.  Based on current scientific 
understanding the Harbor District has an obligation to address sea-level 
rise in a current strategic plan.

Sea Level Rise
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Tsunami Preparedness

Tsunami inundation preparedness should be addressed. 

Tsunami evacuation plans and ongoing public safety 
workshops should be referenced in a current strategic plan.
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1991 MASTER PLAN



PPH MP page 5

Costly project plans, engineering studies, and a multi-agency approval and 
permitting process are jeopardized when project concepts lack public support, 
and are out of touch with current needs.

Strategic planing is needed to adequately support commercial fishing, 
recreational boating, and eco-tourism opportunities at Pillar Point Harbor. 
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PPH MP page 5  & 33

The planning process must include public input.  A one 
day per year Harbor District “planning workshop” held at 
9:00am on a weekday, without adequate public outreach, 
and very limited time for public comment, does not 
qualify as a meaningful or useful planning workshop.
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Strategic planing is needed to adequately support 
commercial fishing, recreational boating, and eco-tourism 
opportunities at Pillar Point Harbor. 

A steering committee should form, organize, and promote a 
series of Pillar Point Harbor visioning workshops. 
Participation and input from commercial fisherman, 
recreational boaters, county residents, visitors, and 
permitting agencies is needed. 

It should be noted that a needs assessment will be conducted 
during 2013 as first step in Princeton Planning effort. 

Assessing Current Needs
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PPH MP page 11

The Comprehensive Conceptual Plan is not currently available online.
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PPH MP page 33

Has the Harbor District approved and implemented any precise plans?  
If so, were they based on projects outlined in the PPH Master Plan?

Please publish all precise plans on the Harbor District website.
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PPH MP page 12

Appendix and EIR are not currently available online.
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1979 Beachfront inside the outer breakwater

Surfer’s Beach Restroom
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1989 EIR



PPH MP page 13

Appendix and EIR are not currently available online.
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COMMERCIAL  FISHING  FEET



PPH MP page 11-12

Commercial Fishing Needs Assessment Survey

A dramatic reduction in the size of the commercial fishing fleet 
indicates an obvious change in needs from 1987 to 2013.
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From the Appendix
From “50 active year-round” commercial fishermen in 
1987 to approximately 12 active year-round in 2013.
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Why the fishing fleet matters in 2013

We are fortunate to operate one of the few remaining working harbors on the west coast 
of California. Pillar Point Harbor offers an opportunity to experience an open ocean port 
with a commercial fishing fleet. Residents of San Mateo County and beyond pack the 
Harbor on weekends to immerse themselves in fishing culture. 

PPH strategic planning efforts should reflect the valuable contributions commercial 
fishing brings to the Harbor District and the economy. It doesn’t require a degree in 
economics to appreciate the benefits commercial fishing brings to small businesses and 
the positive impacts on local tourism. If a current economic analysis were available it 
would help inform and validate future Harbor District planning efforts. A chart that 
outlines annual fish buyer and fishing vessel statistics would be useful. Commercial fish 
landing receipt data (species/gear combinations) should be available. Statistical 
information about coastal tourism and eco-tourism would also be useful.

PPH has a tremendous opportunity to educate families about the sustainable seafood 
industry and the importance of environmental stewardship on the marine environment. 

A key initiative in support of the commercial fishing fleet is the future dredging required 
to provide deepwater access within the Harbor. Future dredging projects offer an 
opportunity to nourish beaches that have been compromised by erosion as well as 
improve coastal access.    
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California Marine Fish Catch

22



Fish sales off the dock were not permitted at Pillar Point Harbor in 1991. 
This important revenue generating activity is not addressed in the 1991 
Master Plan.

Princeton is zoned for Marine Use and storage sheds are currently available 
in Princeton.

Each of the three Fish Buyers have 40’ portable freezers/shipping containers 
located at the end of Johnson Peir.  The portable freezers take up limited pier 
space. The freezers could be relocated to make room on the pier for a forth 
hoist.  

Cold storage for fishermen was mentioned as a Princeton use in the 
consultant interviews for the County Princeton Planning Update.

Notes about Fish Sales
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March 26, 1986

Before Commercial 
Fishing Fleet Arrived
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 Arrival of the Commercial Fishing Fleet - June 1987
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June 1987
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RECREATIONAL  
BOATING & FISHING



PPH MP page 4

Improvements that pre-date the 1991 PPH Master Plan

FISHING PIER

BOAT LAUNCH RAMP

The boat launch ramp was near completion when the PPH Master Plan was approved. 
 

It doesn’t appear that many Strategic Plans have been accomplished at PPH since the 
1991 PPH Master Plan was approved?
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9/25/12 Midcoast Community Council Presentation by Lisa Ketcham29
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PERCHED BEACH



PPH MP page 16-17

Plans for dredging and sand replenishment are not 
noted or included in the 1991 PPH Master Plan.
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PPH MP page 18

Today, Perched Beach is a successful, revenue producing, area for 
launching kayaks, standup paddle boards and other human powered boats. 

Unfortunately so much dredge sediment has been deposited on Perched 
Beach that it has become compromised as a beach.  
 

Picnic tables are located on Perched Beach.
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9/25/12 Midcoast Community Council Presentation by Lisa Ketcham
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1993

Perched Beach
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2013

Protected Wetland Area

Perched 
Beach
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9/25/12 Midcoast Community Council Presentation by Lisa Ketcham
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9/25/12 Midcoast Community Council Presentation by Lisa Ketcham
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9/25/12 Midcoast Community Council Presentation by Lisa Ketcham
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WEST SHORELINE ACCESS



PPH MP page 29

The West Shoreline section of the PPH Master Plan pre-dates the protected 
status of Fitzgerald Marine Reserve Pillar Point Marsh area, the ASBS and 
the Critical Coastal Area program. Strategic plans should note the protected 
status of Harbor District property and surrounding tidal areas.
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Pillar Point Marsh is located near the West Shoreline multi-
use trail. This unique marsh is considered an Area of Special 
Biological Significance within the Fitzgerald Marine Reserve 
and is included in the Critical Coastal Area program.

1940
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July 19, 201143



FMR / Pillar Point Marsh
Area of Special Biological Significance

Critical Coastal Area 29

HMB Airport

Rancho Corral de Tierra / GGNRA

Pillar Point Bluff 

FMR

West Shoreline Access
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The West Shoreline restroom facility/portalet gets allot of use and 
is nicknamed “The Nastiest Head on the Coast”.  Isn’t it time to 
provide a better public facility at this world famous surf spot?

The parking lot is in disrepair and should be surfaced with 
pervious paving. Improved drainage with pollution reduction 
features will help protect the FMR salt marsh and coastal waters.

Hopefully grant funding will be found for these needed 
improvement projects.

West Shoreline Improvements Needed
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Harbor District staff does the best they can to 
maintain this facility and the dirt/gravel parking lot.  

“The Nastiest Head on the Coast” is used by those in dire need.
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PPH MP page 8
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Critical Coastal Area 29 
Fitzgerald Marine Reserve

This watershed flows into the ‘James V. Fitzgerald’ Area of Special 
Biological Significance (ASBS) in San Mateo County, which has 5.5 
miles of coastline. Offshore of this CCA is the James V. Fitzgerald State 
Marine Park. San Mateo County manages the Marine Park, which was 
preserved for its unique underwater habitat and extensive tide pools. 
This ASBS lies entirely within the Monterey Bay National Marine 
Sanctuary. 

This watershed encompasses an array of land uses such as residential, 
rural residential (including horse properties), and agricultural. The 
beaches are well visited by the public. Half Moon Bay Airport is 
directly east of the ASBS, and Pillar Point Harbor marina is located 
immediately south of the ASBS. This CCA includes San Vicente Creek, 
which drains a developed watershed and is chronically contaminated 
with coliform bacteria. There are 28 direct discharges by which urban 
runoff flows into the ocean, primarily from the residential area along 
the bluffs adjacent to the northern portion of the ASBS. 

State of the CCAs Report Rev. September 27, 2006 
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PPH MP page 29

The West Shoreline Access Trail is an eroding public safety hazard.  Rip-rap is failing and 
exposed pipes are visible along the trail.  The trail surface should pervious DG or hard 
packed dirt.

Over time the West Shoreline Access Trail will continue to be impacted by landslides from 
Pillar Point and ongoing maintenance will be required to keep the trail safe and open to the 
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PPH MP page 30
What is the District doing to protect the sensitive habitat?  Do we have adequate signs posted about 
regulations? What’s with all the bollards, why not have a gate like the one in Seal Cove/Pillar Point Bluff?  
Do we have adequate signage reminding pet owners that dogs are only allowed on leash to protect birds? 
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HARBOR  DEVELOPMENT
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Over the past 20 years (1993-2013) the following 
three Harbor District developments standout:

Leasing of the Pillar Point RV Park and discontinuing public access 
to the Surfer’s Beach restroom.

Sale of all east-of-hwy 1 properties, excluding the El Granada lot 
next to the post office.

The purchase of Romeo pier within a couple years of foregoing the 
purchase of the Boatyard property, both in the same comparable 
price range.  What are those two properties worth today?
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There's been one long succession of studies, planning, permitting of 
projects that were never built.  

The lot next to the El Granada Post Office was leased out long-term, then 
the Harbor District paid to buy out the lease, what did that cost?  

The Harbor District currently plans to sell the El Granada lot and build an 
administrative building in Parking Lot B. 

Why hasn't the Harbor District moved the administrative office to more 
modest quarters?  It appears this move is long overdue.  

Why wait when lower cost commercial space is currently available on the 
Coastside?  Moving now would save the District money.

Time Marches On



9/25/12 Midcoast Community Council Presentation by Lisa Ketcham
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PPH MP page 18These plans were never realized and should be updated or removed based on current needs.
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PPH MP page 18

Examples of two projects that lack public support.  
Capistrano Beach has well documented levels of fecal pollution 
and is often closed for public access. 
A “commercial facility” on Perched Beach blocks beach access.

60



PPH MP

1991 Master Plan

These projects were never built.
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2007 Harbor Building Sidewalk Expansion Project

What happened to the plan to upgrade Harbor District property by expanding 
the sidewalk?  Room for more outdoor cafe tables, and improve ADA access 
would help increase revenue and better serve the public. 
 

This is an example of a project where time and money was spent in planning/
permitting and then the project was dropped.
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2013

Perched Beach

Protected Wetland Area
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2013

Perched Beach

Protected Wetland Area

Coastal Trail

Are we using Harbor parking lots as 
efficiently as possible?  

What are we doing to encourage people 
to ride bicycles or walk to the Harbor?

Is this Harbor parking lot (without sewer 
hookups, electricity, water or a public 
bathroom) a good place for RV’s?
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The Pillar Point RV Park “includes sewer hookups, electricity, water, cable & WI-FI”.
Why are RV’s camping in the Harbor parking lot without any basic services?
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SURFER’S BEACH
PILLAR POINT RV PARK



Pillar Point Harbor RV Lot / Surfers Beach

PPH MP page 26The need for a public restroom facility is well established in this location.
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Surfers Beach
erosion

PPH RV Lot

1991 Master Plan

The need for an ADA compliant public restroom facility 
and outdoor shower is well established in this location.
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Surfer’s Beach Restroom 2009
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Surfer’s Beach Restroom locked 2009
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July 15, 2011 "No Restrooms"

Most RV lots offer a restroom facility that 
does not require obtaining a key from the 
camp host to gain access.
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The Harbor District lessee responsible for managing the Pillar 
Point RV Park is charging the public a $10.00 fee for parking and 
not providing reasonable access to what has historically been a 
public restroom facility. 

Families with small children should not be required to jump 
through unnecessary hoops to access a toilet.  

Access to the bathroom currently requires reading small print 
instructions on a sign, walking to the camp host RV, knocking on 
camp host RV door, and asking for a key *if* the camp host is 
home.  Imagine how frustrating this process might be if you have 
two kids that both need to pee and the camp host is not home.

Nothing about this reflects well on the Harbor District.

 Public Frustration Over Lack of Restroom Access
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July 19, 2011

$10.00 Public Parking Fee 
and 

"No Restrooms"
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July 19, 2011
$10.00 Public Parking Fee 

"No Restrooms"
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Surfer’s Beach public restroom and public parking 1972
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SEA  LEVEL  RISE
PLANNING 
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Pillar Point Harbor is within the sea-level rise inundation zone.

In 1991 sea-level rise was not a concern.  

Based on current scientific understanding the Harbor District has 
an obligation to address sea-level rise in a current strategic plan.

Sea Level Rise



The pink area is at 
risk with a 1.4 
meter sea-level rise
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PPH Harbor upper parking 
area will be the least impacted 

by sea level rise. 

“People who are already in the coastal flood plain are going 
to see an increased risk in coming decades, and a number 
of communities, industries, and vital infrastructure will be 
exposed to new risks,” said Matthew Heberger, research 
associate of the Pacific Institute and co-author of the 
report, Impacts of Sea-Level Rise on the California Coast.
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TSUNAMI INUNDATION 
EMERGENCY PLANNING 
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Based on the Tsunami inundation maps, Pillar Point Harbor could be wiped out 
by a tsunami.  This safety concern impacts people who work at PPH, live aboard 
a boat, and visit the Harbor.

The Harbor District should hold a bi-annual workshop to educate the public and 
beach visitors about appropriate response to a major earthquake, followed by a 
tsunami warning. Safety and evacuation questions and concerns should be 
addressed at the workshop and information about the closest evacuation site 
should be provided.

San Mateo County Sheriff’s Office Emergency Services and Homeland Security 
(OES) is the disaster planning and response coordinator for the County. Other 
relevant agencies include Coastside Fire Protection District, California Highway 
Patrol, Coast Guard, Harbor Patrol, the County and Seton Coastside. 

A Harbor District should have a disaster-preparedness plan in place to address a 
tsunami warning and educational information available on the District website.

Emergency Planning Workshop
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Appendix A.   Potential tsunami inundation areas of Half Moon Bay and the Midcoast
(shown in black).  This is for planning purposes only and based on worst case
assumptions as described in the text

 2007 Grand Jury Report
Tsunami Alert and Evacuation

On the San Mateo County Coast
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On Friday, March 11, 2011 a massive 8.9 earthquake triggered a 
tsunami off the coast of Japan that killed thousands and devastated 
coastal cities and villages, transforming them into debris piles.

The Cascadia subduction zone off the west coast of the United States is 
capable of producing a massive quake and tsunami that would rival Japan.

failed seawall

85



In April 1946 the tsunami that hit 
Hawaii had a fifteen-minute interval 
between wave fronts.  The natural 
resonant period of Hilo Bay is about 
thirty minutes.  That meant that every 
second wave was in phase with the 
motion of Hilo Bay, creating a seiche 
wave in the bay.  As a result, Hilo 
suffered worse damage than any other 
place in Hawaii, with the tsunami/
seiche reaching a height of 26 feet 
along the Hilo Bayfront, killing 96 
people in the city alone. Seiche waves 
may continue for several days after a 
tsunami.  

The same tsunami hit Princeton and 
the wave height reached the top of 
Romeo Pier.  In 1946 the breakwater 
did not exist.

Tsunami Debris
April 1, 1946
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Tsunami 
water level

Princeton
April 1, 1946
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ROMEO PIER



Romeo Pier: April 1, 1946
Romeo Pier survived the 1946 tsunami but it may not survive the next big 
storm event. Let’s remove it before it creates a hazardous debris flow.
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Romeo Pier April 2, 1946
(day after tsunami)

It’s sad to say but Romeo Pier is a structural hazard. It should be dismantled and removed. 
We will all miss Romeo Pier.
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The 1991 Pillar Point Harbor Master Plan was first posted on the 
Harbor District website February 2013.  

Harbor District planning documents should be available online 
for public review.  

Access to Harbor District Planning Documents



Sabrina Brennan
March 3, 2013

Thank you for your time and consideration.
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This is a working document and will be updated 
overtime. It’s available on the Midcoast 

Community Council website.

http://www.midcoastcommunitycouncil.org

http://www.midcoastcommunitycouncil.org
http://www.midcoastcommunitycouncil.org

