
O05.3 

Larval fish dynamics in a coastal marine protected area (PNLN). 

Rúben Pereira, Sabrina M. Rodrigues, Diogo Silva, Sandra Ramos 

University of Porto, Portugal 

Abstract 

The Iberian Northwestern coast is an essential spawning and nursery area for several fish species, some 
with importance to European fisheries. This study investigated for the first time the dynamics and 
influence of environmental variables on larval fish assemblages in a small coastal marine protected area, 
Parque Natural Litoral Norte (PNLN), located off the NW Portuguese coast near important fisheries 
grounds and estuarine nursery areas. The temporal-spatial dynamics of the larval fish assemblages were 
investigated seasonally for 2 years, from autumn 2017 until summer 2019, at nine sampling stations 
equally distributed throughout the study area. In parallel, abiotic and biotic parameters were analyzed 
to identify the environmental drivers of PNLN larval fish assemblages. During the study 4170 fish larvae 
were collected, belonging to 39 different taxa. Twenty-three taxa were classified as marine stragglers 
including ten with commercial interest. Five taxa were classified as marine migrants all with commercial 
interest; and six as estuarine species, none with commercial interest. Overall, diversity was low and 
larval fish assemblages were dominated by three taxa responsible for 79.1% of the total larvae collected: 
two non-commercial species Parablennius gattorugine (54.6%) and Ammodytes tobianus (15.7%), and 
Clupeidae n.i. (8.8%) with commercial interest. Larval fish assemblages presented a strong seasonal 
pattern, associated with temporal variability of specific water parameters as temperature, pH, PO4, 
chlorophyll a, TPM and river-flow, as identified by CCA analysis. Larval fish assemblages were mostly 
composed by reef-associated species and marine commercially exploited species that use estuaries as 
nurseries areas, indicating that PNLN is an important fish habitat for marine fish species. Moreover, 
almost half of the fish larvae (47%) were from species commercially exploited by fisheries, highlighting 
the importance of this small coastal MPA to help protect vulnerable early life stages of fishes and 
ultimately contribute for the preservation of fish stocks.  
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