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            Fall 2022                
    
 
                     San Pablo Watershed Neighbors Education and Restoration Society 

SPAWNERS and the GREEN TEAM share a Wet and Windy Stroll 

After two years of the pandemic, 

SPAWNERS was glad to join our 

neighbors once again at the El 

Sobrante Stroll.  While rain was on the forecast, we, like many other groups and small businesses, decided to stick to 

our plans.  We were glad we did.  Even though the rain squalls threatened our canopy (and drove several groups to 

pack it in before the parade started) we were encouraged to see the healthy 

turnout of our local residents, who generally ignored the rain and were happy to 

be strolling, whatever the weather.   

We were sandwiched between the Green Team booth and that of the El Sobrante 

Historical Society.  At the upper left is Ramon Viray, faithful Green Team 

member who is always a source of positive energy.  Above are members of 

SPAWNERS.  At the left is our outgoing coordinator, Lauren Iverson, who 

braved the weather to drive down to join us from her new home on the northern 

California coast.  To her left are Judy Ward and Gudrun Kleist. Martha 

Berthelsen would join the group a little later.   

One of the problems of a small group such as ours is the virtual impossibility of retaining our coordinator for very 

long.  Able to offer only limited hours and benefits, these young, capable leaders must inevitably move on to greater 

things. We can only hope that the experience of working with our small group of dedicated volunteers will serve to 

enhance their attractiveness to their next employer.  

 Lauren has been with us for almost a year and a half, and in that time she has become one of us, as have the 

wonderful coordinators who have preceded her.  We will miss her and we wish her success and happiness in her 

future. 

SPAWNERS 

The horses were, as usual, beautiful 
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Mighty Minnow 

 

Threespine Stickleback   (Gasterosteus aculeatus) 

Donald Bastin                 Drawing by Rachel Diaz-Bastin 

 

Growing up along San Pablo Creek (in San Pablo), I 

became very acquainted with a little fish that we boys 

always referred to, simply, as a “stickleback minnow.”  

The fact that it is just one of many species of 

sticklebacks never occurred to me, and I confess that 

I never thought to count the number of spines on its 

back.  Nonetheless, the habits of the little creature 

provided much entertainment. 

The little fry school up in the shallow areas along the 

creek bank, fleeing in a mass as one approaches.  The 

adult fish (seldom more than two inches in length) 

seem to form into schools in a fairly haphazard 

fashion, but are often seen alone.  They are difficult 

to spot, as seen from above, their dull greenish 

backsides blend into the muddy bottom; their 

undersides, being a shiny silver, can only be seen 

when the fish twists about when acquiring prey. 

Sticklebacks prefer quiet pools and often hover near 

overhanging roots, rocks, or branches, for cover.  

They feed constantly, poking along the muddy 

bottom in short, stabbing motions.  They are not a 

graceful fish, but move with a quick, jerky motion.  

With their fast-moving forward fins, they move more 

like a hummingbird than the more sinuous roaches 

which share their creek environment.  When startled, 

they are gone in a flash, but come to a stop with equal 

facility.   

Like a small bird, they seem to need constant 

nourishment, and are carnivorous.  How I learned to 

fish for the stickleback, I cannot remember, but the 

technique was simple, and did not hurt the fish.  First, 

I would bend a straight pin and then attach it to a 

thread, which was wrapped around the end of a 

slender tree branch.  A medium-sized earthworm 

would then be skewered on the pin (the worm, alas, 

would not survive).  Dropped into a likely pool, a 

stickleback (or two or three) would soon dart out and 

take in one end of the worm into its large mouth.  

Either out of greed or perhaps because the mouth 

structure made it difficult to eject its prey, the fish 

could easily be pulled from the water, still clinging 

tenaciously to the worm.  The thrill lay in the 

catching, and the uninjured creature was returned to 

its home, perhaps a little wiser.  Indeed, like many fish 

species, they seemed to quickly learn that the offered 

food was dangerous, and quickly stopped biting, 

requiring that I move to a different spot. 

Our variety of stickleback is a freshwater form of a 

fish which is naturally anadromous (living in both 

fresh and salt water).  It therefore occurs only in 

coastal areas, or in areas that were once connected to 

the sea.  While in some eastern states it is listed as 

threatened or endangered, in California the threespine 

stickleback is considered to be “secure” (however, the 

unarmored threespine, in Southern California, is 

considered to be endangered). 

Lacking scales, the stickleback instead is equipped 

with bony plates.  It is more or less “armored” 

depending on the degree of predation that it suffers.  

They are related, surprisingly enough, to pipefish and 

seahorses.  Like the seahorse, it is the male who 

guards the eggs laid by the female.  In the case of the 

stickleback, the male creates a hollow nest in which 

the eggs are laid, remaining by the nest and fanning it 

with his forward fins until they hatch.   

Remarkably diverse, the stickleback is a wonderful 

study in the way in which a species can adapt to a 

varied and changing environment.  It may well be that 

the fish that inhabit San Pablo Creek, and its 

tributaries, constitutes a unique variety of the species.  

It is a hardy and tenacious creature, adapted to yearly 

flows of winter silt, fluctuations in temperature, and 

the effects of man-made pollution.  But it is not 

impervious to the stresses that are placed upon it.  I 

may be mistaken, but it does seem to me that the 

numbers of fish seen in the creek today are not close 

to the numbers that I remember as a kid.  We need to 

do everything that we can to ensure that this amazing 

little fish continues to flourish in our watershed. 
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 New Richmond CBC—Say what?    

Martha Berthelsen                          

 

No, we’re not talking about Covid or the CDC 

(Center for Disease Control)! For those in the birding 

world, CBC stands for the Christmas Bird Count. 

Christmas bird counts, compiling as many birds and 

different species as can be found in one day, have 

been taking place since 1900. They started as an 

alternative to traditional holiday hunts which aimed to 

kill as many birds as possible, according to Maureen 

Lahiff, one of the excellent instructors with the 

Golden Gate chapter of the Audubon Society. Now 

over 2500 counts by volunteer amateur birders take 

place worldwide, between mid-December and early 

January. These Christmas Bird Counts have become 

an incredible set of data that biologists, 

conservationists, and wildlife agencies use to identify 

long term trends in bird populations (and sadly, a 

steep decline in numbers for most species over the 

past few decades).  

Last year, for the first time Golden Gate Audubon 

Society (GGAS) held a Christmas count in the 

Richmond area, to complement the long-standing 

counts in San Francisco and Oakland. Audubon 

leaders recognize the rich diversity of habitats and 

species in west Contra Costa, which include waters of 

the bay, mudflats and marshes, city parks and 

greenways, to oak woodlands and forests in the hills. 

GGAS is also recruiting human participants from our 

diverse community. Taking part in the Christmas Bird 

Count can be a fun and rewarding experience, and a 

chance to discover more of our local wildlife and 

good observation areas. You can even participate 

from home; if you have a bird feeder you can submit 

data on your visitors. You don’t have to be an expert 

to join the action!  

The Richmond CBC is part of a broad goal for 

GGAS, which is to engage a wider audience than their 

traditional members and provide educational 

opportunities over a larger geographic range. The 

objectives of Audubon’s new Richmond Initiative are 

to serve the residents of Richmond and surrounding 

areas, engage them in the joys of birding, and educate 

and empower the next generation of conservation 

leadership, according to Cathy Bleier, chair of the 

Richmond Initiative Committee for GGAS. To 

accomplish this, they have started conversations with 

many local organizations to determine how best to 

serve the Richmond area and find out what the 

community wants.  

While the Richmond Initiative is being developed, 

GGAS has already expanded some of their existing 

programs, for example by offering more free bird 

walks in west Contra Costa. Pre-registration is 

required for the walks, but you don’t have to be a 

member of Audubon – although they welcome new 

members. Beginning birders are encouraged to join 

walks, and binoculars are available to borrow. GGAS 

is also working on resuming the Bay Trail docent 

program, where trained volunteers with spotting 

scopes offer viewing opportunities of our wintering 

shorebirds and identification tips to anyone walking 

by on the trail. An event is being planned at Dotson 

Marsh for early December. GGAS also offers in-

depth adult classes for a fee, and has a new “Birding 

for Everyone Scholarship” that waives these fees for 

“members of an unrepresented community, including 

San Pablo Creek flowing through San Pablo Creek Marsh, near the 

Landfill Loop Trail--an excellent place to observe water birds. Photo by 

Donald Bastin 

Birding along the Bay Trail with Golden Gate Audubon. Photo by 

Martha Berthelsen 

 

              Coot taking wing 
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Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC), 

members of the LGBTQ community, people with 

disabilities, and people with financial need.” (Birding 

For Everyone Scholarship – Golden Gate Audubon 

Society). (Unfortunately, the application deadline for 

this year was Nov. 13.) Another program being 

rejuvenated after the pandemic is their Eco-education 

program for elementary schools – do you know any 

interested teachers?  

How can you enjoy some of these great events and 

opportunities? Visit the web site for Golden Gate 

Audubon and sign up! East Bay Parks also provides 

many local birds and nature walks, some with 

Spanish-speaking naturalists.  

Field Trip Information – Golden Gate Audubon 

Society 

Classes – Golden Gate Audubon Society 

Calendar of Events | East Bay Parks (ebparks.org) 

(select Pt. Pinole to see details for the bilingual 

“People of Color Walk and Talk” Dec. 9, or your 

favorite park for more events) 

No discussion of birds in Richmond is complete 

without mentioning the pair of ospreys which have 

been 

nesting on 

a historic 

whirley 

crane in 

the port 

for at least 

5 years. 

They are 

international celebrities, due to the live web cam.  

“Richmond” the male osprey, visits our watershed to 

catch fish from San Pablo reservoir to feed his 

growing youngsters, in addition to fish from the bay. 

 

The action is over until next spring, but you can view 

the nest cam here:  https://sfbayospreys.org/   

We welcome your comments, questions, and 

suggestions! 

 

Meet our new 

coordinator, 

Charlotte Diamant 

Charlotte recently 

graduated from 

Wellesley College with 

a degree in 

Environmental Studies,  

focused primarily on 

water policy and watershed conservation. She has  

worked as a whitewater rafting guide, environmental 

educator, ecology researcher, and assistant water 

policy analyst. When she isn't day-dreaming about 

rivers, you can find her sewing, bird-watching, and 

playing with her two-month-old kittens, Sachi and 

Smudge. Charlotte is a Contra Costa County native, 

and currently lives in the Cerrito Creek watershed. 

Upcoming Events: 

2 Events the Same Day!  Saturday, 11-19-2022: 

Free Disposal Drop-Off:  Residents of 

unincorporated El Sobrante and Rollingwood are 

invited to drop off household trash, furniture, 

clothing, green waste, and more (no electronics, 

appliances, mattresses, or hazardous materials) for 

FREE at the sponsored location (Moose Lodge, 4660 

Appian Way, El Sobrante). 

Wilkie Creek Workday:  Join us for weeding, 

pruning, and litter pickup on Saturday, 11/19 between 

9:30-noon. Meet us next to 4805 Santa Rita Road 

in Richmond, CA. Water and snacks will be provided 

— please bring a reusable water bottle and 

sturdy shoes. All ages and abilities are welcome! 

Who We Are 

SPAWNERS operates as an independent group under 

the sponsorship of the Watershed Project, based in 

Richmond, a 501(c)(3) non-profit.  The Program 

Coordinator is Charlotte Diamant, who can be 

contacted at: cdiamant@thewatershedproject.org 

Phone: (510) 326-1191   Donald Bastin is the 

newsletter editor.  Charlotte oversees a steering 

committee composed of the following volunteers: 

Martha Berthelsen         Gudrun Kleist 

Judy Ward                       Donald Bastin 

     Photo, Peter Walloack, Wikimedia Commons 

Charlotte, coastal dunes, Yachats, Or.  
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