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The fizh was a steehead trour,
listed by the Nalional Marine
Fisheres Service in August asa
threatened species on the central
California coast The Mocd control
channel that runs behind Benavidez's
houze is Alameda Creelt, a
waterway once used by thousands
af spawning steelhead bur now
impassible for them (o navigate
successiully, Can one fish set
events m mation that will change
the history of Alameda Creck?
That the possibility of habitat
restoration 1s even being discuzsed
shows how much influence the fish
already has had, and how much
many prople want steelhead to
return to Alameda Creek,

The life of a steelhead,
which shares with salmon the
mysteries and perils of living in
bath fresh and salt water, takes
place on an epic scale. They begin
thetr lives in small freshwater
streams,; after two or three vears
the four to eight.inch fish met the
urge Lo trvel down te the ocean.
On contact with seawater they
undergo major internal changes to
cope with the salt, and their scales
tarn a metallic silver, with Bhaish
highlights on the back and a rose
blush along the sides. Steelhead live
at seq, eating anchovies and smelt,
for one o three years, and then they
return to the same stream in which
they spawned to take their turn at
repraduction.

Two senses ruide themn back to their
huemse streant: magnetic receptons in
thedr brains that act as compasses,
and their highly developed sense of
smnell, Every litthe creek has its
particular smell, and young
steelhead “imprint”™ an their first
water seirce 5o that they can
identify it when they return from
vedrs al sea. Somae salimon return in
farge proups, but steelhead make
the redurn trip alone.

Omce they reenter fresh water the
steelhead press upstream with a
single intent, oot even stOpping to
eat on a journey that can lake from a
frw days long o two weeks. They
jump upwaterfalls or other vertical
obstacles like concrete fish ladders,
helped by the higher Mows of
winter. At their spawning grounds,

they use their tail fins and bodiesto

sonop out gravel trenchesin the |

chillow streams shere thew will |
law their eggs. The fish are moest
wilnerable at this time, easy (o

catch in the small creeks; they alsn |

can tear their bodies while
seooping out nests. Facific salma |
all die immediately after ege-

laying. but steelhead lurn and ‘
swint back 1o the ocean. Estimates
are- that len to twenly percent of
steslhead survive 1o mike a
second spawning run up their
fiome slrea.

The greater mystery of steelhead
is that they are genetically
identical to rainbow trout, The
young freshwater steelhead loak
ecacty like rainbow trout, only
taking on their silver sheen and
larger size at sea. Rainbaow trout
and steelhead ohen share the
s streams, with resident
rainbows spending their whole
lives in a small stretch of water,

while the steelhead come and go |

on their epic journeys. There are
resilent rainbow [roul on spper
Alameda Creek now, and lecal fish
biclogist Pete Alexander says thal
it is “highly probable”—this is a8
close 1o “definitely” as biologists
get—that these rainbows are
"remnants of a popukation that did
migrale.” Alexander speculates
that these landlecked sleclhead,
wentical to other raimbuow trout
excepl for therr dreams of the
open sea, doin fact try to migrate
dowin Alameda Creel, that a few
rradee it o Uhe bay, and that the
beached Fremont steelhead may
very well have been refurning w
its home strear.

Rut State Department af Fish and

Giame officials immediately
claimed that the stranded
steelhead was most likely a
confused hatchery fish wp the
wrong creek by mistake_ Given the

extent of rhan interference on the
lower creele and the sheer
numbers of public agencies
altering the waterway, it 1s not
surprising that some people hope
the steelhead's presence in
Fremant was an aberration. Stll, i
the fish could say where it came
from and what its intentions were
on December 11, a valuable bit of
infor mation would be added to the
debate over whether a viahle
steethead run could be
reestablished up Alameda Creek.

Enter Jennifer Nielson, eminent
fish geneticist, whose work on
Sourhern California sterlhead was
cructal inthe decizion last August
tn Tist steelhead as threatened. (In
Southern California steelhead
were given the more stringent
“endangered” status; their range.
pnee extending 1o San Diego, now
unly goes as far south as Malibu
Creek ) Since then, Nielson has
migrated north to study San
Francisco Bayv steelhead under «
MNational Marine Fishertes gramt, ©]
loek al the penetic architecture lor
different molecular markers,” she
explains, She has a fin clip—a one-
inch it of dorsal fim—{rom the
heached steethead, "but with just
ane Tish il's difficult to make
definitive statements.” By June she
will have gathered genetic data
from steelhead all arcund the bay,
including hatchery fish and native
rainhew trout populations, and
then can cornpare the Alameda
Creek steelhead to come up with
*probabilities” ghout its arigin,

Alameda Creek is the
largest tributary to San Francisce
Bay. draining a watershed that
covers 700 sruare miles, In the
early vears of the cenlury the
ereel supported abundant runs of
steclhead, as well as chinook and
coho salmaon, {Chinoak, also called
kang salmon, are also trying o
return to Alameda Creek; if the
waterway is restored for steelhead,
it will also become accessible for
these larger nonthreatened and
mast delicious fish.) The salmon
and steelhead spawned from Niles
Canvon up to Little Yosemite in
what is now Sunol Regional
Wilderness, in the Arrove de la
Laguna tributary that now
parallels Hwy, B80 through
Pleasanton, and far up Arrove
Valle and Arroyo Mocho past
Livermore. [n dry years the fish
were stuck in the upper reaches of
{he ereeks or in the ocean, and in
wet years they rraveled—an
adaptation binlogists suggest
lends credihility 1o the possible
restaration of steelhead migration
here, since histarically the fish are
acoustomed o having their route
Blocked, sometimes for several
years in a row. Jennifer Nielson's
southern California study adds
further evidence of this thenry by
showing that signaticant numbers
of genes were retained unchanged
b steethead that had heen
landlocked for generations,
Lontnded an pagd 3



CITYSIDE

Alameda Creek

continued from page 3

Alameda Creek has been so
altered over the last eighty yvears
that steelhead altempts to continue
to call it home can ooly be seen as
heric. In addition to the wear and
tear of over-grazing lollowed by
urhan development, much of the
creek’s water has hern siphoned
off. First came Calaveras Reservair
in 1916 {workers on the dam's
corstruction caught steelbead on
their lunch breaksi. Next came San
Arrorio Reservolr, like Caliveeras a
part of the San Francisco Water
Departmaent, and Died Valle
Reserveir, which is owned by the
state, By the late 19508 the run was
small it local (isherpenple were
still catching steelhead. T he
Drepartnent of Fish and Game
then decided, e logie
rharacleristic af that era bt
incomprehensible to ws today, that
since the creel had Tost so muoch of
its watter volume and supported
anly a small remnant of its for mer
fish popultion, 1was no longer
winthle as i steelhead tun and
shoudld therelore be piven over 1o
urhan development with no furd e
thought of the steelhead's welfare,
The Ay Corps of Engineers was
browght in, and the eleven miles of
Alammeda Creek from the bay up to
Mission Blwd, were obliterated by
the wide flal peometry of the
Alameda County Fland Contral
Chanpel. This change meant that
at low flows, ingtead of a narrow
channel still usahle by fish, cooled
and protected by overhanging
shrubs, there are ouly inches of
WALET 011 DRET Zround—ioo
shallow, too warm, and malng
fizh too wisible 1o predators.

Then the Alameda County Water
[ristrict built their groundwater
rechurge system, with lires
inflatablis dams across the (Joed
contr chanoel in Frenwnt, When
(e dams are inflated, water 1s
shunted off inta nearby quarry
punids, where it percalates down
and raizes the water 1able, Not only
are the inflated damis an
msurmountable (ish barrier, hut
they impound the entire flow,
drying up downstream sections in
a matter of a few hours. This lack
of water is what stopped the
steethead on December 11, The
water district is not g villain here;
as waler supply engineer fim
Reynolds says, “We've done
everything we've ever been ashed
te do. When the dams were
designed, Fish and Game had
written off the creelk.”

The last obstacle 1a the steelheads'
path i= the conerete structure that
supporis the BART and railread
tracks spanning the flood contral
chinnel in downtown Frenont,
Everyone invalved secs this most
formidable-looking harrier as the
least of the problems {acing the
steelhead, and agrees thal the
smoolh slepe can be modified
farly easily with some ridges o
cateh the fish wo they can jump
apainst itand not slide all the way
Back dowen. This barrier and the
inflatable dams seem ty be
recognized as merely technical
challenges with several possible
solulions, The necessity of a low-
flow channel within the [ood
contenl plain, a deep and narrow
simulation of the old creekbed,
presents a tricker challenge buf i
still seen as possible, ifexpensive.
The olher long-term necessity for
a steelhead run is more water
during the winter and spring
mionths when the matore fizh
cognie ufr from Lhe hay and the
FLUNEsters go out, and, as
Marizarel Roper, I9eh and Game
fisheries divector, put it "It's very
difficult e get waler for fish,”

The National Marine 19sheries
Service, baving listed the
sleclhiead as threatencd in Aunguost,
o has the responsibality of
coming up with rules 1o he
followed tr aid its recovery. The
ageney 15 noluriows for draggiog

it heels through this process, and
the earliest uncanfirmed date for
ruales to be announced is the end of
February. Then it will be up to the
Department of Fish and Game to
eversee implementation of the
rules. Roper expresses Fish and
Game's skepticism aver Alameda
Creek when she asks, “[s7t wise to
put this much effart inte a creek
that has this many problems?”

If Roper posed her
fuestion ta the Alameda Creek
Alliance, the answer would be an
unceuivocal yes. Jefl Miller, the
group’s founder, asserts that
“Almpeda Creek has the potential
te support the largest steelhead
populalion m San Francisco Bay”
and it's clear he's nol the only one
who thinks so. The Alliance's
January 6 mecting—anly the
organization's third—attracted
close L forty people, most of them
fishermen eager to trade stories
about steelhead they'd seen
caught an the creek when they
were kids and rescues they'd
radde of king salmon trving o
navigale the flood control channel
1o recent winters, Anecidotal
evidence strongly indicated a
continuing attempt on the part of
both steelhead and king salmun to
use the creck, with the E1 Nino
winter of 1952-83 olfering njy so
many [ish it was hard work to move
them all up past the dams: “They
wollldn't have made i 0we didn’t
move them wilh builap sacks,” one
tisherman remarked. “Tdun't know
iF it waas llegal—{ don't care, to el
you the truth—we just did it 'caose
we geen em here,”

The twa Alameda County Water
District representatives prosent
were quickly engaged n rather
techoical dialogue concerning

madifications that might be made
tx their inflatable dams., “We want
1o involve you in a proactive
solution,” Miller told them. Thar
goal has placed the Alliance at the
nib of 3 wheel of communication
among all the ageneies invalved in
Alameda Creek, None of the
agencies have taken adversarial
positions; Rick Baker of the
Alameda County Flond Contral
District, for instance, asserts,
“We're poe of the players in s
whole planning thing—we want to
be: able to ensure that whatever
project comes out of this, we'll
stil] he able to provide fload
protectivn,” If Southern
California’s experience is any
indicator, we may see actual
cooperation tor a common goal,
Steelhesd restoration is further
aleny in the south; Jenniler Mielsan
reports that “when Lhe water
agencies were forced hy the
lendangered species| listings, they
began o think proactively, The
listing has reduced the amount of
conflict—an awfud Lol of peeople are
putting their heads topether o try
ta ke this work”

By the end of the meeting,
petilions had been signed,
committecs had been formed,
twenty people had velunteered 1o
help with & babitat assessment
study of the upper creck this
spring, and Fremont residents ha
macle plans w patrol the dangernn
areas ol the flood contral channe!
for stranded fish. “Bring burlap
sacks,” they called to each other
on the way out, “And remermber t
get the sacks wel first,” someone
added. A fisherman cavght my

il borw for a last word: ] love fish,
b prowled passionately, “and 1'd
da anything lor them.” W



