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 Little Larabee Creek
Little Larabee Creek Creek Survey
Introduction

Little Larabee Creek is a tributary in the middle Van Duzen River watershed, located

approximately 31 miles upstream from the confluence with the Eel River. It drains

approximately 34.5 square miles of mountainous terrain from McClellan Mountain to the

north and Larabee Buttes to the south. The Little Larabee Creek watershed ranges in

elevation from 610ft at its confluence with the Van Duzen River, about 1 mile upstream

from the town of Bridgeville, to 3400 in Larabee Buttes. It flows north from its

headwaters at Larabee Buttes and makes a sharp curve to the west as it approaches

McClellan Mountain and Highway 36. The land composing the Little Larabee Creek

Watershed is divided into private holdings ranging from a few to thousands of acres,

which adjoin the Larabee Buttes Bureau of Land Management property.

Little Larabee Creek sits in a steep V-shaped valley, surrounded by forested slopes

dominated by Douglas-fir, madrone, tan-oak and understory shrubs. The riparian

vegetation is an aggregation of willow, alder and huckleberry. Beyond 1.5 miles the

gradient begins to systematically increase. The initial 800 feet upstream from the Van

Duzen River confluence are littered with trash and debris from historical logging and

industrial operations as well as recreational use.
Observations and Results

On January 21, 2011 Michael Guerriero, Ethan Bertz and Samantha Kannry surveyed the

lower 2 miles of Little Larabee Creek, beginning at mile 0.25 and heading upstream and

then returning downstream to the confluence. The purpose of this survey was to find and

identify all live salmonids, redds and carcasses and to assess the spawning habitat of the

creek. The protocols followed are those utilized by the California Department of Fish and

Game to survey coastal and inland waterways for adult salmonids in Humboldt and

Mendocino Counties. Redds were counted without measuring. The air and water

temperatures were approximated to be 50°F (10°C) and 43°F (6°C), respectively. The

flow was estimated at 50cfs. Two large land slides were observed around 0.5 miles and

1.5 miles. Possible causes include road failure, de-stabilization due to logging practices

and the highly unstable terrain characteristic of the Van Duzen and Eel River watersheds.

Seven chinook redds were identified. Three of the redds were assembled together in a

complex. One carcass was situated in the middle of this complex. 46 total carcasses were

found, only one was fresh enough to determine sex which was female. They ranged in

size from 30-42 inches, though exact fork lengths were not determinable due to decay.

The few that were less decayed were identified as chinook (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha).

Due to the size, mouth color, level of decomposition of the carcasses, location of the

survey (out of the coastal fog zone), the fact that no characteristics specific to coho

(Oncorhynchus kisutch) were observed, and to be conservative all were assumed to be

chinook. Around 1.5 miles the gradient increased significantly and the substrate changed

from large cobble mixed with smaller spawning gravels and intermittent boulders to

primarily large boulders and few gravels. The survey was continued another .5 miles to

near a waterfall, believed to be a barrier and no additional spawning habitat was located.

This is believed to be the end of anadromy for chinook.

January of 2011 was atypical in terms of weather, raining only 4 days and amounting to a

few inches. At the time of the survey the Van Duzen River at Bridgeville was flowing at

approximately 700 cfs. One would expect to find the remains of the fall/winter chinook

run and the commencement of the winter steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss) run in late

January. The abnormally low flows this January prompted the steelhead populations to

remain in the estuaries and lower in the watersheds until sufficient flows for protection

and spawning arrived in mid-February.
Recommendations

This survey revealed the immense potential of Little Larabee Creek as a large spawning

tributary in the mid-Van Duzen River watershed for chinook salmon and steelhead. The

majority of the carcasses were located above the wetted channel, having been deposited

by a high flow event or transported by predators and scavengers. The total count of 46

supplies us with the knowledge that Little Larabee Creek is an active anadramous stream,

but is not intended to be an accurate representation of the extant population of chinook.

Infrequent surveys have been conducted by the Department of Fish and Game in Little

Larabee Creek without consistent enough data to conclude historic numbers. Estimates of

2500 Chinook salmon in the entire Van Duzen watershed were made by the Department

of Fish and Game in 1965, though this number is potentially severely declined from

historical figures due to the very damaging 1955 and 1964 floods (Yoshiyama and Moyle

2010). Consistent ground surveys are recommended for future seasons from November

through April to more completely assess the current populations of salmon and steelhead.

The two landslides observed are a threat to salmonids as habitat is lost when sediment

fills in the spawning gravels and decreases survival rates of salmonid fry. These

landslides are mendable through removal of the debris combined with willow and alder

planting to re-stabilize the ground.
Literature Cited:

Yoshiyama, R.M. and P.B. Moyle. 2010. Historical review of Eel River anadromous

salmonids with emphasis on Chinook salmon, Coho salmon and Steelhead. Report

commissioned for California Trout. University of California, Davis, Center for

Watershed Sciences.
[image: image2.jpg]
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