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SENATE APPROPRIATIONS COMMITTEE: Senate Rule 28.8 

  

SUBJECT: California Sea Otter Voluntary Tax Contribution Fund 

SOURCE: Defenders of Wildlife 

DIGEST: This bill reestablishes the California Sea Otter Voluntary Tax 

Contribution Fund and authorizes a taxpayer to make a voluntary contribution to 

the fund on their state personal income tax return for tax years 2026 through 2033. 

ANALYSIS: 

Existing law: 

 

1) Allows taxpayers to contribute money from their own resources in excess of the 

amount they owe in taxes to Voluntary Contribution Funds (VCF) by checking 

a box on their state Personal Income Tax (PIT) return. 

 

2) Establishes several VCFs to be listed on the PIT Return. 

 

3) Generally requires the Franchise Tax Board (FTB) to remove a VCF due to a 

sunset provision or if the VCF fails to meet the statutory minimum contribution 

amount. 

 

4) Generally requires FTB to annually determine whether estimated contributions 

to each VCF will exceed $250,000 to remain on the PIT form. 
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5) Provides that after a taxpayer contributes to a VCF, the FTB deposits all 

contributions, minus its administration costs, into a fund named for the VCF.  

 

6) Requires that VCFs meet certain best practices, such as: 

 

a) Include “voluntary tax contribution” in the fund name; 

 

b) Requires the administering agency’s internet website to report specific data 

related to the usage of the amounts received from a VCF; 

 

c) Be repealed following January 1 of the seventh calendar year following the 

first appearance of the contribution on the tax return and be repealed as of 

December 1 of that year. 

This bill: 

1) Reestablishes the California Sea Otter Voluntary Tax Contribution Fund. 

 

2) Authorizes a taxpayer to make a voluntary contribution to the fund on their state 

personal income tax return for tax years 2026 through 2033. 

 

3) Exempts the VCF from the annual $250,000 minimum contribution requirement 

to remain on the PIT form. 

 

4) Repeals the VCF on December 1, 2033.   

 

5) Directs that contributions to this fund are allocated to the Department of Fish 

and Wildlife and the State Coastal Conservancy for the purposes of researching 

and preventing sea otter mortality. 

Background 

California Sea Otter Fund.  First added to the tax return in 2006, the California Sea 

Otter Fund allocates funds equally between the California Coastal Conservancy 

and the Department of Fish and Wildlife (AB 2485, Jones, Chapter 296, Statutes of 

2006).  AB 2485 directed the Department to use funds for investigation, 

prevention, and enforcement actions related to sea otter mortality, as well as public 

outreach activities related to the VCF; the Department has used these funds 

primarily, but not exclusively, for staff costs for Department scientists to 

investigate causes of sea otter mortality and other potential factors limiting 
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population growth.  The Department also uses funds for marine wildlife research in 

conjunction with funds from other sources. 

AB 2485 required the Coastal Conservancy to use funds from the sea otter VCF for 

research and programs related to the near-shore ecosystem, including sea otters.  

The Conservancy administers an annual grant program ($165,000 in 2019) funded 

in part by the VCF.  The VCF has funded a variety of projects, including educating 

kayakers about sea otters, removing non-native carp from sea otter habitat in the 

City of Watsonville, and investigating sea otter mortality patterns. 

The California Sea Otter Fund has consistently raised more than $300,000 per 

year, which exceeds its minimum contribution amount.  As a result, the Legislature 

has extended the fund three times: AB 971 (Monning, Chapter 209, Statutes of 

2011), SB 17 (Monning, Chapter 136, Statutes of 2015), and SB 587 (Monning, 

Chapter 229, Statutes of 2020).  However, the sea otter VCF failed to meet the 

minimum annual contribution amount of $250,000 during 2025 and, as a result, 

was repealed, and will not appear on the tax return in the 2025 taxable year unless 

legislatively reauthorized. 

FISCAL EFFECT: Appropriation: Yes Fiscal Com.: Yes Local: No 

SUPPORT: (Verified 1/20/26) 

Defenders of Wildlife (Source) 

 

OPPOSITION: (Verified 1/20/26) 

None received 

ARGUMENTS IN SUPPORT: According to the author, “Senate Bill 575 re-

establishes the California Sea Otter Voluntary Contribution Fund to allow 

taxpayers to continue supporting sea otter conservation efforts through voluntary 

tax return donations.  I authored the bill that created this fund in 2006 in the 

Assembly.  Since then, the fund has supported sea otter recovery efforts and 

reintroduction planning, community engagement and education, and sea otter 

rescue and rehabilitation.  The Sea Otter Fund failed to meet its minimum 

contribution requirement in 2024 thereby making the fund inoperative.  SB 575 

will re-establish the fund with a sunset of 2035 and remove the minimum 

contribution limit to ensure the state can continue funding sea otter conservation.” 

  

Prepared by: Haley Summers / REV. & TAX. / (916) 651-4117 1/21/26 16:05:25 
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