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                 CARP DIEM!    Day of the Carp       Donald Bastin, Ed.   

                                                                                                  All photos by author/editor unless otherwise noted         

For the first time in five years, the 

San Pablo Reservoir is full.  As of 

September of last year, the lake was 

less than 50% full.  This photo was 

taken on January 18 of this year, at 

the entrance to the spillway at the 

northwest end of the dam. The 

purpose was merely to document the 

relatively rare overflow of the lake 

into the spillway, but my attention 

was quickly diverted to the school of 

large carp, milling about just at the 

lip of the spillway entrance.  In the 

space of no more than fifteen 

minutes, perhaps 10 fish were swept 

down the wide culvert, which 

empties into San Pablo Creek at the 

eastern end of Kennedy Grove Park. The fast-flowing water 

would mean that the trip would be quick, but not without 

hazards. The most serious obstacle lies near the end of the 

spillway, where the water drops into a large, shallow basin. 

This could become a trap unless the fish washed over the next 

drop. If that happened, the fish would encounter three 

tunnels under the park access road, about 3 feet in diameter..  

At this point they would find themselves in the creek proper, 

in a relatively large, deep pond, which, unless they were 

seriously injured, would provide space to re-orient and 

recover.  

Long-term members of SPAWNERS are frequently asked 

about the presence of fish in San Pablo Creek and its tributaries.  Naturally, we respond by talking about the natives:  

the stickleback minnow and the California roach. The steelhead trout is sometimes mentioned, but, unfortunately, 

drop structures at the lower end of the creek limit the distance that this fish can swim upstream (the volunteers with 

Friends of Pinole Creek have installed fish ladders which ease the upstream trip, and these fish have been reported 

in Pinole Creek in the last few years). But we rarely, if ever, talk about the presence of non-native fish in our creek.  

And the carp is certainly non-native.   

SPAWNERS 
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The common carp (Cyprinus carpio) is native to Europe and Asia, and has been introduced to practically all parts of 

the globe, save the polar regions.  They were likely introduced into the U.S. as early as the 1830s, and were imported 

later in the 19th century as a food fish.  However, their ability to out-compete native fish led to the general 

consensus that their effect on most aquatic environments was negative.  How they got into the San Pablo Reservoir 

is a bit of a mystery.  The lake is regularly stocked with trout, bass, and catfish.  Also resident in the lake are crappie, 

bluegill, and, in small numbers, white sturgeon; these fish, presumably, are not regularly re-stocked.  All of these fish 

are listed as game fish on the EBMUD website, for San Pablo Reservoir, including the carp.  However, due to high 

levels of toxins, eating carp is not advised.   

The San Pablo reservoir was opened to the public, for fishing and other 

recreation (but not swimming) on July 23, 1973.  Presumably most of the game 

fish were introduced at this time.  But the carp were already there.  I remember 

fishing in the creek in the late 1950s and early 1960s and catching carp, always 

in the winter, when the water was high.  They could only have come from the 

reservoir.  A good guess is that carp were simply dumped into the reservoir by 

locals.  Goldfish are basically carp, which have been domesticated to accentuate 

ornamental qualities, such as shape and size.  But these changes are so recent, in 

an 

evolutionary 

sense, that if 

a pet 

goldfish is released into the wild, its descendents 

typically increase in size, reaching a foot or so. 

Thus, goldfish could be the ancestor of some of 

our reservoir carp; the common carp, on the 

other hand, can reach several feet in length and 

can weigh close to 100 pounds! 

Whether we approve of the presence of non-

native (and potentially destructive ) creatures in 

our watershed, we can take heart in the fact that we have received a more than average seasonal rainfall to date, and 

the season is only half over.  Our reservoir is full, and San Pablo Creek is brimming with fresh rainwater. How this 

affects the health of our creek is not certain, but testing will take place shortly, and the results will appear in an 

article below.  In the meantime, keep an eye out for a golden carp in our creek. They are supposed to be lucky. 

 

Wilkie Site Has New Log Barrier, Courtesy of Mack Tree Co.           Editor 

On February 1, Jon LaChappelle, owner of Mack Tree company, and Chris DeLauter (who is taking over Jon’s 

business) came by our Wilkie Creek site and re-arranged the pile of logs that they had left on the property a few 

  Winter 2017-18: spillway overflow completely blocked road into Kennedy Grove Park 

Opening day, 1973.  Young man proudly 

displays large carp   Photo Courtesy ESHS 
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weeks previously.  Steering Committee member Judy Ward had 

contacted Jon and arranged to have the logs delivered; the trees had just 

been cut down at a site near Kennedy Grove.  SPAWNERS has enjoyed 

a long and fruitful relationship with Jon and Chris, who have supplied 

our site with high-quality wood chips on several occasions.  It has been 

a win-win, as tree guys often need a place to dump their chips, and we 

need it to aid in our planting work.  The logs serve to discourage 

dumping (including poor-quality wood chips) or driving onto the 

property for any reason.  And the logs are large enough and heavy 

enough to discourage any attempt to move them.   

Thank you Jon and Chris! 

SPAWNERS  Welcomes Crestmont School to Outdoor Classroom at Wilkie Creek     Editor 

 

Founded in 1969 and located in East Richmond 

Heights, Crestmont is a private, K-8 school 

cooperative, serving the children of West Contra Costa 

County. After an initial contact with the school in late 

November of last year, we arranged for a visit in early 

December. The 4th grade class, accompanied by teacher 

Leila Zaremba and several parents, toured the creek, 

helped with planting, and finished up the morning with   

Q&A and a review of all that was learned.  Deemed a 

success by all concerned, a subsequent visit by a middle 

school math & science class took place in early 

February of this year.  The class this time was 

specifically oriented to examining life in the creek. After a brief 

introduction to creek life and its importance in watershed monitoring, we 

encouraged students to search for examples of benthic macro-

invertebrates (basically, water bugs). The presence of these life-forms, 

most often nymph stages of flying insects, can tell much about the health 

of a body of water. Despite the recent heavy rainfall that scoured local 

creeks, and the unseasonal timing of our 

survey ( BMIs are most abundant in spring 

and summer) students found three good-

sized crayfish and several water striders. 

Anticipating the scarcity of creatures, our 

coordinator, Charlotte Diamant brought along preserved BMI specimens for the kids 

to identify.  At the right we see two members of the class carefully examining their 

specimen. After being advised to carefully look for identifying markers such as size, 

number (or presence) of legs, and the look of any tail, most everyone was able to 

correctly identify their sample. Students also had the opportunity to discuss how the 

presence and diversity of BMIs can act as an indicator of creek health. 

SPAWNERS is already planning for additional Crestmont School groups to visit our Wilkie site in the near future.   
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Water Quality Monitoring             Editor 

Since 2009, The 

Watershed Project 

has performed 

water quality 

testing at dozens of 

creek sites 

throughout the 

East Bay. As of 

this year, 

SPAWNERS will 

assume responsibility for monitoring four sites in the 

Lower San Pablo Creek watershed, including all three 

year-round tributaries and one site on San Pablo 

Creek itself.   On Febrary 14 our Coordinator, 

Charlotte Diamant, Martha Berthelsen, and I joined 

Satoko Mills, Environmental Monitoring Coordinator 

at the Watershed Project, to learn the trade.  

The primary sampling tool is a sophisticated (and 

expensive) electronic device capable of reading 

multiple variables, including temperature, dissolved 

oxygen, conductivity, pH, and turbidity, all of which 

are measured monthly at our four sites.  Before 

sampling, the probe 

must be calibrated for 

each variable, a tedious 

but essential process that 

ensures that the readings 

are accurate. The 

calibration is part of the 

rigorous sampling 

procedure we follow in 

accordance with all monitoring by the Watershed 

Project; this allows the data to be used for 

comparisons from one watershed to another, and for 

other scientific analyses.  

We took readings at Castro Creek, Wilkie Creek, 

Appian Creek, and San Pablo Creek.  After recording 

our observations as to the physical properties we 

observed, we lowered the probe into the stream flow 

and recorded the relevant readings on paper. A 

second (and perhaps 3rd or even 4th) reading may be           

taken to verify results. The actual testing process went  

smoothly and took little time. 

Readings tended to be in line with previously 

recorded values (see website: Water Quality 

Monitoring (spawners.org) indicating that the Lower 

San Pablo Creek watershed is in fairly good health. Of 

concern are the numbers related to conductivity and, 

to a lesser extent, nitrates. Conductivity is related to 

salinity. High levels of dissolved salts and other 

inorganic chemicals are a problem for freshwater 

creatures; their source may be related to underlying 

geology or urban runoff (or both).Our goal is to 

increase public awareness of the pollutants in urban 

runoff and how they can be reduced. Our web site 

has additional information; more water quality topics 

will appear in future newsletters. 

Upcoming Events 

Wilkie Creek Restoration:  3rd Saturday, 

February 18, March 18   9:30 - Noon 

Earth Day Celebration!  Saturday, April 22 

El Sobrante Library, 9:30 – 2:00 

Once again we are collaborating with the El 

Sobrante/94530 Green Team to double our impact.  

Join us to help to clean up El Sobrante and San Pablo 

Creek. Clean-up and native gardening activities will 

wind down at noon, followed by a general 

celebration.  Of special interest, we will be hosting a 

display of electric vehicles, including cars and bikes; 

owners will be on hand to answer questions and 

demonstrate their vehicles. If you have an electric car 

or bike, and would like to participate, please contact 

Donald Bastin at donaldbastin @comcast.net. 

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   

Donald Bastin is the newsletter editor.  Charlotte 

oversees a steering committee composed of the 

following volunteers: 

 

Martha Berthelsen         Gudrun Kleist 

Judy Ward                       Donald Bastin 

  Appian Creek: Satoko (left) and Charlotte 

Calibration Training 

http://www.spawners.org/programs/water-quality-measurements/
http://www.spawners.org/programs/water-quality-measurements/
mailto:cdiamant@thewatershedproject.org

