
Eel River 2018-2019 Fall Chinook Assessment 

The Eel River Recovery Project completed its seventh year of fall Chinook salmon assessment and the 2018-2019 run is a 

slight improvement from the previous year with an estimated 15,000 to 25,000 fish spawning in the basin.  The run 

faced peril because of very late fall rains, but was able to disburse with storms in the last week of November and 

December reach headwaters throughout the basin.  

 
Fall Chinook milling in shallow water in the remnants of the Drake Pool.  Photo by Eric Stockwell.  11/10/18. 
 

Lower Eel River estimates were enabled by cooperation with guide and river enthusiast Eric Stockwell, who surveyed 

almost daily and organized stand up paddle-board surveys (SUP).  Support for his work came from a Rose Foundation 

Grassroots grant and from the U.S. Bureau of Land Management as part of their celebration of the 50th anniversary of 

the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act.  ERRP has changed tactics to kayaks and paddleboard since dive surveys are not advisable 

due to swimmer’s itch and most lower Eel River pools are too filled in.  Drones were used to supplement counts and 

there were an estimated 3,000-5,000 Chinook holding before rains allowed disbursal.   

After the first major rise of the river, reports came in from Covelo that fish had reached Williams Creek and had even run 

up Mill Creek to above town.  As rains continued in December, new waves of fish were able to ascend Coal Mine Falls 

and disburse throughout the Middle Fork, including into Mill Creek again and into 25 miles of prime habitat in the Black 

Butte River.  The Middle Fork and its tributaries are in late recovery from past flood events, but the magnitude and 

duration of runs in other sub-basins varied. 

Another basin with strong returns is the Van Duzen River, and especially tributary Yager Creek.  Eric Stockwell 

participated in surveys with the California Department of Fish and Wildlife and documented continuous spawning 

throughout December.  Late run fish were reported in Grizzly Creek, but flow conditions were too high for observation 

for much of December. 

The upper South Fork had fish reported upstream as far as Branscomb with the first rains, but spawning gravel 

availability and Chinook salmon spawner densities appeared higher in the Tenmile Creek basin, where two waves of 

spawning were documented.  ERRP volunteer Dan Kvaka captured video of a Chinook migrating in a tributary with an 

underwater motion sensing camera and also captured video of otters on the hunt.  Lower South Fork tributaries like 

Salmon Creek and Redwood Creek have too much bedload movement to support Chinook spawning and they in turn 

degrade conditions in the main river downstream. 



 
Tenmile Creek on the Vassar property where there is a mile reach with optimal spawning gravel. 
 
Upper Eel River returns were very low, with light spawning reported near Hearst, and only 95 Chinook passing upstream 

of Van Arsdale Fish Station (29 males, 24 females, 40 jacks).  Surveys of Tomki Creek found only 8 live fish and 11 redds, 

which contrasts starkly with the 3,500-5,000 Chinook that spawned there from 1985-1988.  While only a hand-full of fish 

moved in to Outlet Creek with the first rains, flow rises in early December allowed dispersal of fish up Long Valley Creek 

and into tributary headwaters above Willits.  ERRP volunteers documented spawning in upper Baechtel Creek and 

Broaddus Creek.   

Really good news was the number of jacks that returned in 2018-2019, with 40% of the run made up of these male 

Chinook that spent less than one year in the ocean.  They signify an unusually high survival rate for the brood spawned 

in 2017-2018 and portend well for both ocean fisheries and future spawning runs.  Chinook may return to spawn at ages 

2-5, so fisheries and escapement should get a boost through 2022.  Interestingly, the high survival was in a year with 

light rainfall and moderate winter flows that provided enough water to circulate through nests for eggs and alevin, but 

not so much that is caused redd scour.  Rain into April provided cover from pikeminnow during migration.  

While the 2018-2019 run started weak, Chinook salmon migration and spawning was widespread thereafter, with runs 

continuing into late December.  The ERRP total run estimate is 15,000-25,000 Chinook.  The 2019 - 2020 run could be 

even better as ocean conditions continue to be favorable and ocean fishing limited.  Eel River fall Chinook runs remain in 

a range similar to 1955-1958 U.S. Fish and Wildlife surveys and are well above population levels that pose risk of 

extinction.  To learn more, go to www.eelriverrecovery.org where you can also link to the salmon documentary video 

Signs of Resilience.  More needs to be done to improve lower Eel River holding habitat and passage and ERRP is making 

progress with partners on that. 

Another hopeful note is that the removal of the railroad dike at Woodman Creek may have allowed Chinook spawning 

there for the first time in 100 years.  Woodman joins the middle main Eel River 5 miles downstream of Dos Rios.  The 

CalTrout project carried out by Pacific Watershed Associates and Mike Love and Associates not only allows fish passage, 

but it also created a great reach of new stream habitat.  CalTrout, Trout Unlimited and the California Department of Fish 

and Wildlife have been operating a SONAR device that can count adult fish passing Dyerville in the South Fork and main 

Eel River since November 2018.  The method may help quantify adult fish passing those points, but distinguishing 

between species is not possible.  It is great to have all the effort going into salmon and steelhead assessment in the Eel 

River watershed. 

 

http://www.eelriverrecovery.org/
http://www.eelriverrecovery.org/


 

Eel River Fall Chinook trends 2012-2018. 

 

 

Woodman Creek joining the Eel River with migration for salmon and steelhead unimpeded. 

 


