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Steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss) use the portion of Baldwin Creek upstream of Highway 1 for spawning and rearing.  Downstream of Highway 1 the stream serves as a migration pathway for steelhead adults and smolts in winter and spring.  The role of the estuary/lagoon at the mouth of the stream is similar to that of other adjacent small streams, including Wilder, Majors and Laguna creeks.  The sand bar tends to form early (April through June) on this small stream, and steelhead smolts may be trapped in the small lagoon in late spring of drier years.  The summer lagoon is largely confined to the narrow stream channel through the marsh.  It is stratified, brackish, warm, and usually supports dense phytoplankton and pondweed blooms.  Steelhead smolts or juveniles would be unlikely to survive lagoon summer conditions of high water temperatures (22-28 degrees C).  It addition, the lagoon suffers frequent low dissolved oxygen levels during overnight and prolonged foggy weather oxygen declines due to phytoplankton respiration.  The lagoon probably does provide a suitable salinity transition and feeding zone in spring for migrating steelhead smolts.  

The lagoon could probably support summer juvenile steelhead rearing only if sufficient inflows remained after bar formation to increase the lagoon depth and area and to convert the lagoon to fresh water (by pushing the heavier brackish water out through the sandbar and replacing it with lighter surface freshwater inflows).  An unstratified, freshwater lagoon would be cooler and well-mixed for oxygen.  However, inflows, especially with current diversions, are probably insufficient to make the lagoon suitable for steelhead rearing.    

Tidewater goby (Eucyclogobius newberryi)  and threespine stickleback (Gasterosteus aculeatus) are the primary year-round residents of the estuary and lagoon.  Tidewater goby, a federally endangered fish species, have been eliminated from some central coast streams that lack backwater refuges against winter floods (such as at Majors and Waddell creeks).  However, at Baldwin Creek (and at nearby Wilder Creek) good backwater refuges in the lagoon provide for high overwinter goby survival.  Tidewater gobies can tolerate the brackish, warm and eutrophic summer lagoon conditions and are consistently abundant in late summer.  In 1995 and 1997 tidewater gobies were also present in the agricultural diversion ponds adjacent to the mouth of Baldwin Creek.  Their abundance in the ponds was not determined, and it is not known whether the populations successfully maintain themselves by reproducing in the freshwater ponds or if they occasionally enter the ponds through the diversion.  

Another species frequently present in the lagoon/estuary is prickly sculpin (Cottus asper), which is also present in the stream upstream of the lagoon.   Prickly sculpins in some of the steeper coastal streams often migrate to the flatter lagoon area for reproduction.  Starry flounder (Platichthys stellatus) and staghorn sculpin (Leptocottus armatus) juveniles often move into the larger coastal lagoons after hatching in the ocean.  A few individuals are occasionally present in the lagoon at Baldwin Creek.

