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Abstract 

Zooplankton plays a key role in food webs in many aquatic environments, including estuaries. It is 
considered to be the main food source for fish larvae, like the anadrome twaite shad (Alosa fallax) 
whose larvae are hatching in the estuarine part of the Elbe, Germany.  

Three different sets of zooplankton sampling campaigns were conducted in the Elbe estuary during 
2010-2019. The first set included longitudinal profile campaigns, conducted twice a year, taking 
zooplankton samples every ~4 km from the border of the North Sea at km 750 to end of the fresh water 
zone of the tidal river at km 585. Salinity was measured constantly and zooplankton set in context to 
different salinity zones.  

The second set included monthly to weekly zooplankton sampling in the freshwater zone at km 628 
from March to November. Findings were analyzed by seasons.   

The third set were sampled, along with twaite shad eggs and larvae sampling, weekly zooplankton 
samples from middle of April to middle of June, at km 643. Fish larvae numbers were set in context with 
zooplankton biomass and abiotic conditions such as water temperature, oxygen and river discharge. 

The zooplankton biomass of the whole estuary is clearly dominated by crustacean, although rotifers 
dominate abundance in the fresh water zone. Of all taxa, nauplius larvae are clearly dominating in 
abundance at all salinity zones. Zooplankton biomass and abundance is highest during summer at km 
628. Whereby, the zooplankton abundance at km 643 is decreasing over time. Along the spawning area 
of twaite shad (km 630-660) and during spawning time (April to May) beside nauplii, the copepodits and 
adults of Eurytemora affinis dominate the biomass.  

In general, the findings prove intra- and interannual variations of zooplankton biomass, which can be 
explained by biotic factors such as prey – predator interaction and by abiotic factors.  
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