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During a water quality monitoring lesson ...

By Paula King
STAFF WRITER
During a water quality monitoring lesson last weekend, 19 Freedom High School students were thrilled to find 18 salmon swimming in a small section of Marsh Creek.

The chemistry students discovered first-hand that fall is the season when Chinook salmon migrate up the local creek to spawn.

The Marsh Creek watershed, which is about 30 river miles long, flows through Brentwood, Oakley and parts of Antioch and is the second largest watershed in the county. It has been an outdoor classroom for Freedom students in Tom Lindemuth's environmental science and chemistry classes since 2001.

"The kids were really excited," Lindemuth said. "We sampled the lower creek first and found some crawfish eggs. Suddenly, these 16- and 17-year-olds are able to put the picture together."

The creek was also a learning environment for members of the Friends of Marsh Creek Watershed last weekend when they went salmon monitoring in Oakley and sighted 30 salmon. This new group is made up of more than a dozen area residents who are committed to protecting and restoring the watershed.

"A lot of people know about the creek because they use the Marsh Creek Trail. The trail is an amazing thoroughfare that goes through the heart of Brentwood," said Sarah Beamish, a restoration ecologist with Berkeley's Natural Heritage Institute, who organized the group. "Many people are interested in the habitat and the species that live in Marsh Creek."

During their first meeting, the group identified the needs of the creek, including more shade and the removal of invasive, non-native vegetation. All of these ideas are part of the larger goal to return the creek to a natural habitat.

The bare creek needs natural riparian vegetation on both sides to provide shade, according to Beamish. To plant more trees, the now narrow channel must be expanded.

"The creek is changing. One could predict that it would change," Lindemuth said. "Even in the four years that we have been doing this, there is much more water, especially with all the growth."

A 2003 study titled the "The Past and Present Condition of the Marsh Creek Watershed" suggested that the waterway should be transformed into an amenity with a trail network, additional trees, better drainage and new development that is oriented toward the creek. The report was prepared by the Natural Heritage Institute and the future Delta Science Center at Big Break.

According to Beamish, Marsh Creek was identified as an "ecologically important area" because it drains into the Delta and is surrounded by rapidly growing communities like Brentwood, Oakley and Antioch. With large pieces of undeveloped, creek-side land -- she said now is the time to protect the natural resource.

Through advanced planning, including creek setbacks on future development, recreation and property values can both be enhanced, according to Lindemuth. By setting aside a buffer zone or undeveloped corridor along the water, the watershed could be preserved better than most creeks in an urban setting, he said.

As the students continue to take comprehensive looks at the watershed's water chemistry, Lindemuth said they find that Marsh Creek is in better shape than previously believed. Their findings conclude that the water quality is suitable to aquatic health, but it is important to study the ability of the watershed to support fish life.

During a recent creek cleanup in Brentwood, 350 volunteers collected 6,000 pounds of trash, including plastic bags, plastic bottles, shopping carts and toys. The Friends group is looking for more members and they hope to host more water quality and salmon monitoring events soon.

"I would like to do something more proactive," Beamish said. "I think that if you get people involved in the creek, then they will be inspired to throw less trash in the creek."

Reach Paula King at 925-779-7189 or pking@cctimes.com.

IF YOU GO
• WHAT: The Friends of Marsh Creek Watershed

• WHAT: Second meeting

• WHAT: 6 to 8 p.m. Dec. 1

• WHERE: Brentwood Education and Technology Center, 101 Sand Creek Road

• INFO: Call 510-644-2900, ext. 113.
