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Influence of niche and neutral processes on fish communities
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Abstract
Aquatic macrophytes add structural complexity to the environment, which influences fish species. The structure of macrophytes
rafts can vary depending on the hydrological cycle and space availability. Thus, the objective of the present study was to evaluate
which predictors associated with environmental conditions, composition of macrophyte species and spatial factors can affect fish
communities in different hydrological regimes. The study was carried out in oxbow lakes in the Amazon, in the middle Purus
River, Amazonas, Brazil. Samples of fish and macrophytes were collected during the flood, receding and drought periods, and
environmental variables were measured in all macrophytes rafts. Partial redundancy analysis was applied to quantify the relative
contribution of environmental variables, macrophyte composition and spatial factors in the fish community. Our study revealed
that environmental conditions and macrophyte species composition, and both spatially structured as well, were the main factors
that explained changes in fish composition in floating meadows of oxbow lakes. Corroborating our predictions, the variations in
the fish communities were explained mainly by niche-based processes, including environmental conditions and macrophyte
species composition as an environmental component, which varied over the hydrological cycle. The spatial component was more
important during flooding, environmental conditions during receding, and macrophyte species composition during the drought
hydrological regime. However, the shared explanations that indicated a spatially structured environment, both for environmental
conditions and for composition of macrophytes, were greater during all hydrological regimes, also supporting our prediction.
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Introduction

Understanding species distribution is one of the main aims of
ecology. Recently, it has been common to use niche and neu-
tral processes to explain species distribution. In general, envi-
ronmental heterogeneity relates to niche availability and spa-
tial extent relates to dispersal rates of species. Aquatic plants
are responsible for adding structural complexity to the envi-
ronment (Savino and Stein 1982; Dibble et al. 1996; Padial
et al. 2009), increasing environmental heterogeneity, niche
dimensions, and consequently species richness (Agostinho
et al. 2007). Several fish species use macrophyte rafts as sites
for foraging (Pelicice and Agostinho 2006) on microorgan-
isms (zooplanktons and macroinvertebrates) attached to sub-
merged structures of macrophytes (Cyr and Downing 1988;
Kurashov et al. 1996). Macrophyte rafts also provide shelter
from predators (Dibble et al. 1996; Casatti et al. 2003; Pelicice
et al. 2005; Pelicice and Agostinho 2006) and sites for
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spawning and larval development (Sazima and Zamprogno
1985; Agostinho et al. 2003; Agostinho et al. 2007).

Macrophytes provide many microhabitats for aquatic life
and strongly affect nutrient cycling processes (Dibble and
Thomaz 2006; Thomaz et al. 2008; Junk et al. 2012; Brito
et al. 2020). Accordingly, they provide the basis for complex
food chains and trophic interactions (Pott and Pott 2000;
Meerhoff et al. 2007). Several ecological forms of aquatic
macrophytes (submerged, emergent, amphibious, floating)
usually colonize the same aquatic ecosystem simultaneously
and can be affected in different ways by flood disturbances in
a floodplain (Geest et al. 2005). For this reason, these life
forms and their contribution to habitat complexity may direct-
ly influence the associated fish fauna.

Oxbow lakes are environments integrated ecologically
with river-floodplain systems. The effects of flooding on the
structure of oxbow lake communities depend on the intensity,
duration and predictability of the floods, in addition to intrin-
sic habitat complexity and the availability of refuge (Junk
et al. 1989, 2012). The macrophyte rafts in littoral areas may
vary strongly depending on the hydrological cycle (Silva and
Pinto-Silva 1989; Junk 1997), reflecting in a temporal dynam-
ic under the influence of flood and drought conditions (Pott
and Pott 2000; Röpke et al. 2016). Thus, variations in the
aquatic vegetation along the hydrological cycle may deter-
mine the distribution of organisms associated with these hab-
itats at both local and regional scales.

Several studies have recognized the importance of spatial
processes in the distribution of species (Borcard et al. 1992;
Legendre 1993; Viana and Chase 2019), allowing the identi-
fication of patterns and ecological processes (Tobin 2004).
Accordingly, in addition to seeking to understand the influ-
ence of environmental structure on local communities, it is
necessary to recognize the spatial relationships of communi-
ties and how they are distributed. The spatial distribution of
biological communities may vary with increasing geographic
distance, this pattern probably relates to random combinations
of colonization and migration (Hubbell 2001). Alternatively,
environmental factors that are spatially structured or environ-
mental responses related to interactions between species can
cause such patterns (Chase and Leibold 2003; Bell et al. 2006;
Mertes and Jetz 2018).

Since the publication of the classic paper ofMacArthur and
MacArthur (1961), which placed the issue of habitat complex-
ity in an ecological framework, many articles focusing on this
topic have been published, especially for aquatic environ-
ments (Cunha et al. 2012). Nevertheless, information about
the role of environmental and spatial factors on the distribu-
tion of fish species around macrophyte rafts is still inconsis-
tent, especially when considering the influence of the intrinsic
factors of each lake and variations along the hydrological cy-
cle. In this context, we aimed to determine which predictors
associated with environmental conditions, macrophyte

species composition, and spatial factors may influence fish
communities along different hydrological regimes in the ox-
bow lakes of an Amazonian floodplain. Specifically, we ad-
dressed the following questions. (i) Which environmental
conditions, macrophyte species and spatial factors best ex-
plain variations in fish communities in oxbow lakes? (ii) Is
the macrophyte species composition a good predictor of the
variation in fish composition? (iii) Does the influence of en-
vironmental conditions, macrophyte species composition and
spatial factors on fish communities vary according to the hy-
drological cycle? We expected that variations in the fish com-
munities are explained mainly by niche-based processes, in-
cluding macrophyte species composition as an environmental
component, and that should vary according to each hydrolog-
ical regime. In addition, because oxbow lakes may represent
blocks of macrophyte rafts supported by environmental con-
ditions intrinsic to each lake, we also predicted an influence of
environmental factors that are spatially structured.

Material and methods

Study area

This study was conducted in eight oxbow lakes located in the
middle reaches of the Purus River between the cities of Boca
do Acre (8°42′39.75” S and 67°23′20.40” W) and Pauini
(7°44′33.32” S and 67°1′20.35” W) (Fig. 1). The climate of
the area is hot and wet and four hydrological periods deter-
mine the flood pulse in the region (flooding, flood, receding,
and drought). Four of the eight oxbow lakes maintain hydro-
logical connectivity during the four periods of the hydrologi-
cal cycle, whereas three completely lose their connection with
the main channel when the water level is low. Due to these
variations in hydrological connectivity between periods, cate-
gories were created for the lake environments; four lakes were
categorized parapotamon (backwater in permanent connection
with the main channel, former side arm of braided channel)
and the other four lakes formed from meandering curves that
became disconnected were categorized as “Paleopotamon.”
This terminology is associated with ecological differences be-
tween the water bodies of the floodplain and based on attri-
butes such as connectivity, successional trajectory and struc-
ture of the communities (Ward and Stanford 1995; Rocha
2011); these categories were used as environmental variables
in data analysis.

Data collection

We sampled five macrophyte rafts with different topologies,
identified by the dominance of one or a few plant species and
life forms, in each lake (Online Resource 1: Table 1S). The
lake rafts ranged in area from 15 to 68 m2. We collected
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samples during the flood, receding and drought periods in
February, May and September 2012, respectively.
Macrophyte rafts were sampled using a square frame that
was haphazardly placed nine times on each stand. The relative
abundance of macrophytes was visually estimated as the per-
cent cover of each species within the 0.5 × 0.5 m floating
square frame (Braun-Blanquet 1928), and species richness
was determined as the number of species per sample.
Species that could not be identified in the field were collected
for further identification in the laboratory with specialized
bibliography (Ferreira et al. 2011; Moura-Júnior et al. 2015).

We also quantified the total area (m2) of macrophyte cov-
erage by visiting all sections of the lake covered by aquatic
vegetation and using a GPS to mark the locations of the mac-
rophyte rafts, specifying the points corresponding to the edges
of the banks. The data were plotted on a Landsat-5 image
(path/row 005/062). After the identification of the lakes in

the image, the limits of the environments were identified by
vectoring. The area of macrophyte coverage was estimated to
obtain the approximate total proportion of banks in each lake
using ArcGIS® and ArcMap™. The distances between lakes
(m) were measured following the watercourse connectivity
obtained by Landsat/TM imagery with the aid of ArcGIS®
and ArcMap™. These software packages were also used to
measure the length of the hydrological connectivity between
the main channel of the river and the lakes.

Fish were sampled in five rafts of aquatic macrophytes at
each lake with the aid of a seine net 4 m2 in area with 0.2 cm
mesh. Samples were haphazardly collected with six consecu-
tive throws of the net in each stand during the morning and
again during the evening. The fish caught were identified,
photographed, measured, weighed, and fixed in 10% forma-
lin. A number of voucher specimens were deposited in the
Ichthyological Collection of the Federal University of Acre

Fig. 1 Oxbow lakes located in the Middle Purus River in Western Amazonia, Boca do Acre AM, Brazil
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with catalog numbers from MUFAC IC-936 to MUFAC IC-
1020.

With the aid of a limnological probe, environmental vari-
ables were measured in all macrophyte rafts sampled at the
surface, middle depth and bottom of the lakes. The probes
measured the water temperature (°C), electrical conductivity
(μS cm−1), pH and dissolved oxygen (mg L−1) every 2 h in a
24 h cycle. Water transparency (cm) and depth in the rafts
were measured with a Secchi disk, and water level data for
the Purus River were provided by the National Water Agency
(NWA 2005) at two meteorological stations upstream from
the sampling sites. Water samples for the analysis of chemical
variables were collected at the surface and at the bottom of the
lakes with a Van Dorn bottle and stored for analysis of total
phosphorus and nitrogen according to Valderrama (1981).

Data analysis

To quantify the relative contribution of environmental condi-
tions, macrophyte species composition and spatial factors
(geographical distance) to the fish species composition in
floating meadows of oxbow lakes we applied a partial redun-
dancy analysis (pRDA) followed by variance partitioning to
estimate pure and shared fractions of variance explained.
Three matrices of explanatory variables were utilized: a matrix
of environmental conditions (lake-river connectivity, pH, dis-
solved oxygen, water transparency, water level, lake depth,
macrophyte species richness and area coverage by floating
meadows), a matrix with percentage of each macrophyte spe-
cies, and a matrix with spatial variables. The environmental
variables were log-transformed (except pH) and the percent-
ages of macrophyte species were standardized using the root
squared transformation.

The spatial predictors were calculated from the geograph-
ical distance matrix using the principal coordinates of neigh-
bor matrices technique (PCNM). The resulting PCNM eigen-
vectors were used to describe the spatial structures, which
commonly represented patterns ranging from broad to fine
scales. Due to the large number of predictors of the environ-
mental conditions, as well as macrophyte species composition
and spatial variables, a forward selection procedure (Blanchet
et al. 2008) was used to avoid over-fitting. This procedure
retains subsets of variables that contributed significantly to
explain the variation in fish species composition. Only select-
ed variables were used in pRDA and variance partitioning
analysis. Variance partitioning splits the total variance, which
is explained by pure and shared fractions, as well as the un-
explained variation. The amount of variance explained by
each component was estimated using adjusted R2 values,
and the significance of the components was evaluated with
permutation tests (Peres-Neto et al. 2006). The species abun-
dance data was Hellinger-transformed prior to pRDA and var-
iance partitioning (Legendre and Gallagher 2001).

PCNM analyses, variance partitioning and significance
tests of the components were performed with the vegan pack-
age (Oksanen et al. 2012), and the forward selection was per-
formed with the packfor package (Dray et al. 2011), both
avai lab le for R language (R Core Team 2012) .
Environmental, macrophyte species and spatial variables that
explained more than 5% in the forward selection procedure
were utilized to construct RDA ordination plots for each hy-
drological regime separately.

Results

Fish and macrophyte species richness

We collected 2293 specimens of fish, distributed in seven
orders, 25 families, 66 genera and 84 species. Characiformes
was the richest order with 37 species, followed by
Siluriformes with 17 species, and Cichliformes with 8 species.
The most abundant species were Ctenobrycon hauxwellianus
Cope, 1870 (n = 870), Hemigrammus neptunus Zarske and
Géry, 2002 (n = 253), Mylossoma duriventre Cuvier, 1818
(n = 185), Leporinus friderici Bloch, 1794 (n = 93),
Aphyocharax alburnus Günther, 1869 (n = 63), Leporinus
obtusidens Valenciennes, 1847 (n = 57), and Schizodon
fasciatus Spix and Agassiz, 1829 (n = 48) (Online Resource
2: Table 2S). With a total of eight species, floating macro-
phytes comprised the most abundant group of plants during
sampling. Pistia stratiotes, Salvinia auriculata, and
Eichhornia crassipes were the most frequent species. The
most abundant emergent species was Paspalum repens, which
occurred in association with floating macrophytes in most
oxbow lakes (Online Resource 1: Table 1S).

Environmental, macrophyte composition and spatial
effects on fish composition

All environmental, macrophyte species composition and spa-
tial models were significant (p < 0.05) and changed along the
hydrological cycle. During flooding, the spatial component
explained 27% of the variation which was more than that for
the environmental and macrophyte components (21 and 14%,
respectively; Fig. 2). Seven spatial variables were retained for
the pRDA model. The environmental variables related to fish
distribution were depth, connectivity, transparency, water lev-
el and macrophyte rafts area; and the macrophyte species se-
lected were Paspalum repens, Callitriche stagnalis and
Lemna minor (Table 1). The pure explanations of spatial, en-
vironmental and macrophyte components were 8, 2 and 1%,
respectively. The shared explanation was 24% by macrophyte
species and environmental variables, 30% bymacrophyte spe-
cies spatially structured, and 31% by environmental variables
spatially structured. The three models combined explained
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32% of the variation in fish communities during the flood
hydrological regime (Fig. 2).

The environmental component explained 18% of the vari-
ation, which wasmore than that for the spatial andmacrophyte
species components (17 and 14%, respectively; Fig. 2) during
the receding hydrological regime. The environmental vari-
ables selected were connectivity, transparency, macrophyte
rafts area, depth, water level and dissolved oxygen (Fig. 3).
The macrophyte species retained in explaining fish composi-
tion were Phyllanthus fluitans, Paspalum repens, Salvinia
auriculata and Cyperus helferi. Six spatial variables were

retained (Table 2). The pure explanations of spatial, environ-
mental and macrophyte species components were 5, 4 and
4%, respectively. The shared explanation was 25% by macro-
phyte species and environmental variables, 26% by macro-
phyte species spatially structured, and 26% by environmental
variables spatially structured. The three models combined ex-
plained 30% of the variation in fish communities during the
receding hydrological regime (Fig. 2).

Themacrophyte species composition component explained
51% of the variation, which was more than that for spatial and
environmental components (42 and 37%, respectively; Fig. 2)

Table 1 Mean and standard deviation of abiotic variables that influenced the fish community of macrophyte banks of abandoned meander lakes

Lake Period Temp. DO Transp. W_Level Depth Riq_Macro Area_Macro Connect.

Anuri Flood 25.82 ± 0.69 4.02 ± 1.13 20 ± 0.1 1690.8 ± 232 426.2 ± 117 2 ± 1 2351 ± 576 Parapotamon
Receding 22.81 ± 5.83 4.61 ± 0.57 53.33 ± 5.55 1256 ± 89 812 ± 274 2.6 ± 0.93 3270 ± 731
Drought 33.14 ± 6.74 4.27 ± 2.5 53.2 ± 5.12 702 ± 307.2 182.7 ± 71.28 108.2 ± 169.1 1096.86 ± 667

Born Lugar Flood 27.47 ± 2.29 4.36 ± 0.43 50 ± 0.01 1968.8 ± 39.52 1076 ± 219.2 7.8 ± 1.76 2685 ± 1.2 Parapotamon
Receding 28.5 ± 0.76 6.44 ± 0.28 37 ± 0.01 1011 ± 38.4 1320 ± 104 3.2 ± 1.04 1217 ± 0.1
Drought 29.66 ± 3.62 2.74 ± 0.76 30 ± 0.01 513,4 ± 38.72 150 ± 46.8 3.4 ± 1.12 2203,2 ± 0.96

Cameta Flood 28.1 ± 0.57 7.31 ± 1.7 65 ± 0 2023.8 ± 7.44 1040 ± 248 6.81 ± 1.04 2207 ± 1.2 Paleopotamon
Receding 31.18 ± 1.4 6.96 ± 0.25 65 ± 0.1 1322.2 ± 100.5 940 ± 384 4.4 ± 1.68 2508 ± 1.2
Drought 32.26 ± 2.55 3.56 ± 1.10 60 ± 0.3 513.4 ± 38.7 114.8 ± 5.52 3.8 ± 0.32 2308 ± 1.2

Flor do ouro Flood 28.54 ± 1.19 4.40 ± 0.25 30 ± 0.0 1857.4 ± 142.4 1200 ± 184 5 ± 0.8 3904 ± 1.2 Parapotamon
Receding 27.95 ± 0.76 2.90 ± 0.44 70 ± 0.2 1011 ± 34.1 910 ± 176 3.6 ± 0.32 5465 ± 50.8
Drought 28.76 ± 0.94 3.416 ± 1.24 60 ± 0.1 614 ± 40.8 309.2 ± 104 4.6 ± 0.48 4685 ± 1.2

Igarapé Preto Flood 27.98 ± 2.26 4.41 ± 0.35 10 ± 0.1 1968.8 ± 39.5 229.4 ± 48.7 2.2 ± 0.64 110.2 ± 19.36 Parapotamon
Receding 29.9 ± 0.83 6.04 ± 0.42 55 ± 0.1 1330 ± 44.9 1190 ± 168 4 ± 0.32 700 ± 48.9
Drought 34.36 ± 1.71 1.56 ± 0.09 40 ± 0.23 724 ± 8 17.4 ± 4.72 2.8 ± 0.64 621.6 ± 301.1

Itapira Flood 27.4 ± 1.35 5.30 ± 1.14 70.0 ± 0.1 2023.8 ± 7.44 1040.0 ± 248 3.0 ± 0 1427.0 ± 1.20 Paleopotamon
Receding 30 ± 0.2 6.6 ± 0.1 30 ± 0.2 1282 ± 0.1 940 ± 0.2 1.6 ± 0.48 477 ± 1.2
Drought 32.56 ± 1.95 5.66 ± 0.69 20 ± 0.1 513.4 ± 38.7 229.6 ± 35.52 3 ± 0.1 952 ± 1.2

Verde Flood 25.4 ± 0.36 4.58 ± 0.18 18 ± 12.8 1934 ± 68.8 1200 ± 184 3.6 ± 0.48 2093 ± 1.2 Paleopotamon
Receding 29.5 ± 0.75 3.5 ± 1.09 65 ± 0.1 1398.8 ± 44.96 1420 ± 168 3.8 ± 1.44 3809 ± 1.2
Drought 31.1 ± 1.92 3.16 ± 1.13 33 ± 15 830 ± 206.5 106.8 ± 31.5 3.6 ± 0.37 3401 ± 1

Santana Flood 29.7 ± 0.89 6,8 ± 2 38 ± 0.1 1913.8 ± 131 1076 ± 219 3.2 ± 0.96 2721 ± 1.2 Paleopotamon
Receding 31.1 ± 0.80 4.86 ± 0.82 70 ± 0.1 1337.6 ± 78.08 1320 ± 104 3 ± 0.1 2790 ± 1.2
Drought 29.76 ± 3.39 3.61 ± 2.19 40 ± 0.01 513.4 ± 38.72 209 ± 34.4 3.8 ± 0.32 2372 ± 1.21

Temp. – temperature; DO – dissolved oxygen; Transp. – transparency; W_Level water level; Macro_Ric – macrophyte richness; Macro_Area –
macrophyte area; Connect. – hydrological connectivity

Fig. 2 Variation partitioning results for fish metacommunities associated
with macrophyte rafts during the hydrological regimes of a flood, b
receding, and c drought. Results based in a partial redundancy analysis.

Values shown are adjusted R2. M - Macrophyte species composition; E -
environmental; S - spatial
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during the drought. The macrophyte species selected to ex-
plain fish composition were E. crassipes, Ammannia sp.,
Montrichardia linifera, L. minor, Callitriche stagnalis,
Pistia stratiotes, Salvinia auriculata, Cyperus helferi and
Phyllanthus fluitans. Eight spatial variables were retained,
and the environmental variables selected were connectivity,
depth, transparency, macrophyte rafts area, macrophyte spe-
cies richness, and water level (Table 2). The pure explanations
of macrophyte, spatial and environmental components were
11, 3 and 3%, respectively. The shared explanation was 61%
by macrophyte species and environmental variables, 61% by
macrophyte species spatially structured, and 53% by environ-
mental variables spatially structured. The three models com-
bined explained 64% of the variation in fish communities
during the drought hydrological regime (Fig. 2).

Discussion

Our study reveals that environmental conditions and macro-
phyte species composition, and both spatially structured as
well, are the main factors that explain changes in fish compo-
sition in floating meadows of oxbow lakes. Corroborating our
predictions, the variations in the fish communities were ex-
plained mainly by niche-based processes, including environ-
mental conditions and macrophyte species composition as an
environmental component, which showed variation in
explaining over the hydrological cycle. The spatial component

was more important during the flood hydrological regime,
environmental conditions during receding, and macrophyte
species composition during drought. However, the shared ex-
planations that indicate an environment spatially structured,
both for environmental conditions and for composition of
macrophytes, were greater during all hydrological regimes,
also corroborating our prediction.

During the flood period, the fact that spatial variables are of
greater importance in the composition of fish species associ-
ated with macrophytes, is probably because the flood pulse
facilitates the dispersion of species both between banks and
between lakes (the selected PCNMs were both short- and
large-scale). This is because during the flood period, the hy-
drological connection between environments influences the
dispersion and migration of fish species between habitats
(Junk et al. 1989; Thomaz et al. 2008; Gomes et al. 2012).

During receding, environmental conditions were more im-
portant, as such result may be associated with changes in the
conditions of each lake environment during this period. In
these floodplain lakes, during this period, it was possible to
observe the decrease in the water level of the river and, con-
sequently, the retraction and disconnection of the lake envi-
ronments. As the water level decreases, the lakes become
shallower, some are isolated and smaller, so that they are
influenced by local environmental characteristics, and conse-
quently by local biotic forces, including density-dependent
interactions, such as competition and predation (Rodríguez
and Lewis 1997; Winemiller and Jepsen 1998; Thomé-

Table 2 Explanatory variables
retained in forward selection
procedure and variation
partitioning (adjusted R2)
resulting from partial redundancy
analysis (pRDA)

RDA model Variables retained in forward selection Adj
R2

Flood

Macrophyte Paspalum repens, Callitriche stagnalis, Lemna minor 0.14*

Environmental Depth, connectivity, transparency, water level, macrophyte raft area 0.21*

Spatial 1, 2, 10, 8, 7, 6, 4 0.27*

Full model 0.32*

Receding

Macrophyte Phyllanthus fluitans, Paspalum repens, Salvnia auriculata, Cyperus helferi 0.14*

Environmental Connectivity, transparency, macrophyte raft area, depth, water level, dissolved
oxygen

0.17*

Spatial 1, 2, 6, 8, 7, 9 0.17*

Full model 0.30*

Drought

Macrophyte Eichhornia crassipes, Ammannia sp., Montrichardia linifera linifera, Lemna minor,
Callitriche stagnalis, Pistia stratiotes, Salvinia auriculata, Cyperus helferi,
Phyllanthus fluitans

0.50*

Environmental Connectivity, depth, transparency, macrophyte raft area, macrophyte richness, water
level

0.37*

Spatial 1, 8, 7, 6, 2, 3, 10, 9 0.42*

Full model 0.64*

*p < 0.05
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Souza and Chao 2004). Thus, we assume that fish communi-
ties in these environments tend to adjust by choosing macro-
phyte rafts with specific environmental conditions.

The variables hydrological connectivity, transparency,
macrophyte rafts area, depth, water level and dissolved oxy-
gen were extremely important for the variation of the fish
community in this low-water period. The influence of the
depth of the lakes on the fish community during receding
waters reflects the importance of a local component in the
distribution of the species, since it directly regulates several
environmental factors, such as the dissolved oxygen and trans-
parency of the water (Winemiller et al. 2000; Miranda 2011;
Miranda and Hodges 2000). Water transparency can promote
some fish species to seek hiding places among the roots of the
macrophyte rafts. Because this local environmental

component can favor predators visually capable of finding
their prey, some species of fish may seek shelter in these
environments as a way to avoid predation (Feyrer et al.
2004; Scarabotti et al. 2011).

Dissolved oxygen, on the other hand, may be a determining
factor in the distribution of fish species amongmicrohabitats, and
may have been an important limiting factor in the occurrence of
some species associated with macrophyte rafts, especially in
paleopotamon lakes, where oxygen decreased during this period
of recedingwaters. According to Jedicke et al. (1989), vegetation
banks composed of species of floating macrophytes, such as
Pistia stratiotes and E. crassipes, which also predominated in
the present study, can release oxygen through their roots and thus
benefit the fish in the period of hydrological disconnection.
According to Saint-Paul and Soares (1987), certain species of

Fig. 3 Redundancy analysis (RDA) indicating the relationship between fish species composition and spatial, environmental and macrophyte factors in
lake environments. a Flood; b receding; c drought
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fish also remain immobile undermacrophytes to conserve energy
during periods when the oxygen level in the lake is low. The
macrophyte rafts area was also an environmental factor that in-
fluenced the fish community, and it is also responsible for the
oxygenation of the water; many species of fish seek areas with
medium vegetation cover, so that there are adequate levels of
oxygen and, consequently, an area for shelter and foraging
(Granzotti et al. 2019).

During the drought period, the composition of macrophytes
was what most influenced the fish community in the lakes. This
is a period in which the fish are somewhat isolated in the lakes,
some reproduce in the banks, and that is when competition in-
creases. Thus, the choice of macrophyte rafts with certain species
of macrophytes (e.g., E. crassipes, Ammannia sp., M. linifera,
Callitriche stagnalis, L. minor, Pistia stratiotes, Salvinia
auriculata, Cyperus helferi and Phyllanthus fluitans) can reduce
competition and increase fitness. In all hydrological cycles stud-
ied, both spatially structured environmental conditions and spa-
tially structured macrophyte rafts were also important in
explaining the variation in fish composition, in which spatial
variables at various scales were also included. This may be due
to the fact that macrophyte rafts form aggregates of macrophyte
species that create specific conditions, and this occurs bothwithin
the same lake and between lakes. Thus, aquatic macrophytes can
create different components of heterogeneity, as well as different
habitats for aquatic organisms (Dibble and Thomaz 2006; Dibble
and Pelicice 2010; Dias et al. 2017; Lusardi et al. 2018). Many
species of macrophytes may have dense roots, submerged stems
and leaves, thus providing structural complexity, availability of
food and shelter in the fish community (Grenouillet et al. 2002;
Padial et al. 2009).

Thus, it is possible to conclude from the results presented
that the complexity of macrophytes combined with environ-
mental and spatial variation, caused by the flood pulse, are
capable of influencing the fish community in the lakes.
Accordingly, due to the great importance of the relationship
between macrophytes and fish, it is essential that the conser-
vation of these macrophyte communities becomes a priority in
management and conservation projects to maintain a high di-
versity of fish species.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary
material available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s11756-021-00747-4.

Author contributions Lucena Rocha Virgilio and Lisandro J S. Vieira
conceptualized and designed the study and assembled and organized
the data. Lucena Rocha Virgilio and João C. B. Silva analyzed and
interpreted the data and drafted the article. Monik Oliveira da
Suçuarana was involved in critical revision of the article for important
intellectual content.

Declarations

Conflict of interest The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

Agostinho AA, Gomes LC, Julio JRHF (2003) Relações entre macrófitas
e fauna de peixes In: Thomaz SM, Bini LM (eds) Ecologia e manejo
de macrófitas aquáticas, 1ª edn. EDUEM, Maringá, pp 262–279

Agostinho AA, Gomes LC, Pelicice FM (2007) Ecologia e manejo de
recursos pesqueiros em reservatórios do Brasil. EDUEM, Maringá

Bell G, Lechowicz M, Waterway MJ (2006) The comparative evidence
relating to functional and neutral interpretations of biological com-
munities. Ecology 87:1378–1386. https://doi.org/10.1890/0012-
9658(2006)87

Blanchet H, Lavesque N, Ruellet T, Dauvin JC, Sauriau PG, Desroy N,
Bessineton C (2008) Use of biotic indices in semi-enclosed coastal
ecosystems and transitional waters habitats - implications for the
implementation of the European water framework directive. Ecol
Indic 8:360–372. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolind.2007.04.003

Borcard D, Legendre P, Drapeau P (1992) Partialling out the spatial
component of ecological variation. Ecology 73:1045–1055. https://
doi.org/10.2307/1940179

Braun-Blanquet J (1928) Pflanzensoziologie. Grundzuëge der
Vegetationskunde, Springer, Berlin

Brito JS, Michelan TS, Juen L (2020) Aquatic macrophytes are important
substrates for Libellulidae (Odonata) larvae and adults. Limnology
22:1–11. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10201-020-00643-x

Casatti L, Mendes HF, Ferreira KM (2003) Aquatic macrophytes as feed-
ing site for small fishes in the Rosana reservoir Paranapanema River,
southeastern Brazil. Braz J Biol 63:213–222. https://doi.org/10.
1590/S151969842003000200006

Chase JM, Leibold MA (2003) Ecological niches: linking classical and
contemporary approaches. University of Chicago, Press, USA

Cunha ER, Michelan TS, Kovalenko KE, Thomaz SM (2012) Flying
over water: how “on bird species diversity” influenced aquatic ecol-
ogy. Hydrobiologia 685:19–26. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10750-
011-0859-1

Cyr H, Downing JA (1988) The abundance of phytophilous invertebrates
on different species of submerged macrophytes. Freshw Biol 20:
365–374. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2427.1988.tb00462.x

Dias RM, Silva JCB, Gomes LC, Agostinho AA (2017) Effects of mac-
rophyte complexity and hydrometric level on fish assemblages in a
Neotropical floodplain. Environ Biol Fish 100:1–14. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s10641-017-0597-y

Dibble ED, Killgore KJ, Dick GO (1996) Measurement of plant architec-
ture in seven aquatic plants. J Freshw Ecol 11:311–318

Dibble ED, Thomaz SM (2006) A simple method to estimate spatial
complexity in aquatic plants. Braz Arch Biol Technol 49:421–428.
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1516-89132006000400010

Dibble ED, Pelicice FM (2010) Influence of aquatic plantspecific habitat
on an assemblage of small Neotropical floodplain fishes. Ecol
Freshw Fish 19:381–389. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0633.
2010.00420.x

Dray S, Legendre P, Blanchet G (2011) Packfor: forward selection with
permutation. R package version 0.0-8/r100. http://R-Forge.R-
project.org/projects/sedar/

Ferreira FA, Mormul RP, Thomaz SM, Pott A, Pott VJ (2011)
Macrophyte in the upper Paraná river floodplain: checklist and com-
parison with other large south American wetlands. Rev Biol Trop
59:541–556

Feyrer F, Sommer TR, Zeug SC, O'leary G, Harrell W (2004) Fish as-
semblages of perennial floodplain ponds of the Sacramento River,
California (USA), with implications for the conservation of native
fishes. Fish Manag Ecol 11:335–344

Geest GJ, Wolters H, Roozen FCJM, Coops H, Roijackers RMMA,
Buijse D, Scheff er M (2005) Water-level fluctuations aff ect mac-
rophyte richness in floodplain lakes. Hydrobiologia 539:239–248

2558 Biologia (2021) 76:2551–2560

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11756-021-00747-4
https://doi.org/10.1890/0012-9658(2006)87
https://doi.org/10.1890/0012-9658(2006)87
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolind.2007.04.003
https://doi.org/10.2307/1940179
https://doi.org/10.2307/1940179
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10201-020-00643-x
https://doi.org/10.1590/S151969842003000200006
https://doi.org/10.1590/S151969842003000200006
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10750-011-0859-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10750-011-0859-1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2427.1988.tb00462.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10641-017-0597-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10641-017-0597-y
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1516-89132006000400010
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0633.2010.00420.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0633.2010.00420.x
http://r-forge.r-project.org/projects/sedar
http://r-forge.r-project.org/projects/sedar


Gomes LC, Bulla CK, Agostinho AA, Vasconcelos LP, Miranda LE
(2012) Fish assemblage dynamics in a Neotropical floodplain rela-
tive to aquatic macrophytes and the homogenizing effect of a flood
pulse. Hydrobiologia 685:97–107. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10750-
011-0870-6

Granzotti RV, Tavares RW, Rodrigues AC, Lopes TM, Gomes LC
(2019) Environmental and geographic distance determining fish as-
semblage similarity in a floodplain: role of flow and macrophyte
presence. Environ Biol Fish 102:747–757. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10641-019-00868-5

Grenouillet G, Pont D, Seip KL (2002) Abundance and species richness
as a function of food resources and vegetation structure: juvenile fish
assemblages in rivers. Ecography 25:641–650. https://doi.org/10.
1034/j.1600-0587.2002.250601.x

Hubbell SP (2001) The unified neutral theory of biodiversity and bioge-
ography. Princeton University Press, Princeton

Jedicke A, Furch B, Saint-Paul U, Schüte U (1989) Increase in the oxygen
concentration in Amazonwaters resulting from the root exudation of
two notorious water plants, Eichhornia crassipes (Potenderiaceae)
and Pistia stratoides (Araceae). Amazoniana 11:53–89

Junk WJ, Bayley PB, Sparks RE (1989) The flood pulse concept in river
Foodplains systems. Fish Aquat Sci 106:110–127

Junk WJ (1997) Structure and function of the large central Amazonian
river floodplains: synthesis and discussion. In: Junk WJ (ed) The
Central AmazonBasin: ecology of a Pulsing Basin. Springer, Berlin,
pp 455–472

JunkWJ, PiedadeMTF, Schongart J, Wittmann F (2012) A classification
of major natural habitats of Amazonian white-water river flood-
plains (vàrzeas). Wetl Ecol Manag 20:461–475. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s11273-012-9268-0

Kurashov EA, Telesh IV, Panov VE, Usenko NV, Rychkova MA (1996)
Invertebrate communities associated with macrophytes in Lake
Ladoga: effects of environmental factors. Hydrobiologia 322:49–
55. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-009-1655-5_7

Legendre P (1993) Spatial autocorrelation: trouble or new paradigm?
Ecology 74:1659–1673. https://doi.org/10.2307/1939924

Legendre P, Gallagher ED (2001) Ecologically meaningful transforma-
tions for ordination of species data. Oecologia 129:271–280. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s004420100716

Lusardi RA, Jeffres CA, Moyle PB (2018) Stream macrophytes increase
invertebrate production and fish habitat utilization in a California
stream. River Res Appl 34:1003–1012. https://doi.org/10.1002/rra.
3331

MacArthur RH,MacArthur JW (1961) On bird species diversity. Ecology
42:594–598

Meerhoff M, Clemente JM, De Mello FT, Iglesias C, Pedersen AR,
Jeppesen E (2007) Can warm climate-related structure of littoral
predator assemblies weaken the clear water state in shallow lakes?
Glob Change Biol 13:1888–1897. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-
2486.2007.01408.x

Mertes K, Jetz W (2018) Disentangling scale dependencies in species
environmental niches and distributions. Ecography 41:1604–1615.
https://doi.org/10.1111/ecog.02871

Miranda LE, Hodges KB (2000) Role of aquatic vegetation coverage on
hypoxia and sunfish abundance in bays of a eutrophic reservoir.
Hydrobiologia 427:51–57. ht tps: / /doi .org/10.1023/A:
1003999929094

Miranda LE (2011) Depth as an organizer of fish assemblages in flood-
plain lakes. Aquat Sci 73:211–221. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00027-
010-0170-7

Moura EG Jr, Paiva RMS, Ferreira AC, Pacopahyba LD, Tavares IS,
Ferreira FA, Pott A (2015) Updated checklist of aquatic macro-
phytes from northern Brazil. Acta Amazon 45:11–132. https://doi.
org/10.1590/1809-4392201402662

NWA (2005) National Water Agency. Sistema Nacional de Informações
sobre recursos hídricos-Hidroweb. http://hidroweb.ana.gov.br/.
Accessed 29 May 2012

Oksanen J, Blanchet FJ, Kindt R, Legendre P, Minchin PR, O’hara RB,
Simpson GL, Solymos P, Stevens MHH, Wagner H (2012) Vegan:
community ecology package. R package version 2.0–3. http://
CRAN.Rproject.org/package=vegan

Padial AA, Thomaz SM, Agostinho AA (2009) Effects of structural het-
erogeneity provided by the floating macrophyte Eichhornia azurea
on the predation efficiency and habitat use of the small Neotropical
fish Moenkhausia sanctaefilomenae. Hydrobiologia 624:161–170.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10750-008-9690-8

Pelicice FM, Agostinho AA, Thomaz SM (2005) Fish assemblages asso-
ciated with Egeria in a tropical reservoir: investigating the effects of
plant biomass and diel period. Acta Oecol 27:9–16

Pelicice FM, Agostinho AA (2006) Feeding ecology of fishes associated
with Egeria spp. patches in a tropical reservoir, Brazil. Ecol Freshw
Fish 15:10–19. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actao.2004.08.004

Peres-Neto PR, Legendre P, Dray S, Borcard D (2006) Variation
partitioning of species data matrices: estimation and comparison of
fractions. Ecology 87:2614–2625. https://doi.org/10.1890/0012-
9658

Pott VJ, Pott A (2000) Plantas aquáticas do Pantanal. Embrapa
Comunicação para Transferência de Tecnologia, Brasília

Rodríguez MA, Lewis JrWM (1997) Structure of fish assemblages along
environmental gradients in floodplain lakes of the Orinoco River.
Ecol Monogr 67(1):109–128

Rocha PC (2011) Sistemas rio-planície de inundação: geomorfologia e
conectividade hidrodinâmica. Cad Prud Geo 1:50–67

Röpke CP, Amadio SA, Winemiller KO, Zuanon J (2016) Seasonal dy-
namics of the fish assemblage in a floodplain lake at the confluence
of the negro and Amazon Rivers. J Fish Biol 89:194–212. https://
doi.org/10.1111/jfb.12791

Saint-Paul U, Soares MGM (1987) Diurnal distribution and behavioral
responses of fishes to extreme hypoxia in an Amazon floodplain
lake. Environ Biol Fish 20:91–104

Savino JF, Stein RA (1982) Predator-prey interaction between
largemouth bass and bluegills as influenced by simulated, sub-
mersed vegetation. Trans Am Fish Soc 111:255–266. https://doi.
org/10.1577/15488659(1982)111

Sazima I, Zamprogno C (1985) Use of water hyacinths as shelter, forag-
ing place, and transport by young piranhas, Serrasalmus
spilopleura. Environ Biol Fish 12:237–240

Scarabotti PA, Lopez JA, PouillyM (2011) Flood pulse and the dynamics
of fish assemblage structure from neotropical floodplain lakes. Ecol
Freshw Fish 20:605–618

Silva CJ, Pinto-Silva V (1989)Macrófitas aquáticas e as condições físicas
e químicas dos alagados, corixos e rios, ao longo da rodovia
transpantaneira, Pantanal Matogrossense (Poconé-MT). Rev Bras
Biol 49:691–697

Thomaz SM, Dibble ED, Evangelista LR, Higuti J, Bini LM (2008)
Influence of aquatic macrophyte habitat complexity on invertebrate
abundance and richness in tropical lagoons. Freshw Biol 53:358–
367. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2427.2007.01898.x

Thomé-Souza MJ, Chao NL (2004) Spatial and temporal variation of
benthic fish assemblages during the extreme drought of 1997-98
(El Niño) in the middle Rio Negro, Amazonia, Brazil. Neotrop
Ichthyol 2:127–136

Tobin PC (2004) Estimation of the spatial autocorrelation function: con-
sequences of sampling dynamic populations in space and time.
Ecography 27:767–775

Valderrama JC (1981) The simultaneous analysis of total nitrogen and
total phosphorus in natural waters. Mar Chem 10:109–122

Viana DS, Chase JM (2019) Spatial scale modulates the inference of
metacommunity assembly processes. Ecology 100:e02576. https://
doi.org/10.1002/ecy.2576

2559Biologia (2021) 76:2551–2560

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10750-011-0870-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10750-011-0870-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10641-019-00868-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10641-019-00868-5
https://doi.org/10.1034/j.1600-0587.2002.250601.x
https://doi.org/10.1034/j.1600-0587.2002.250601.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11273-012-9268-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11273-012-9268-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-009-1655-5_7
https://doi.org/10.2307/1939924
https://doi.org/10.1007/s004420100716
https://doi.org/10.1007/s004420100716
https://doi.org/10.1002/rra.3331
https://doi.org/10.1002/rra.3331
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2486.2007.01408.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2486.2007.01408.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/ecog.02871
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1003999929094
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1003999929094
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00027-010-0170-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00027-010-0170-7
https://doi.org/10.1590/1809-4392201402662
https://doi.org/10.1590/1809-4392201402662
http://hidroweb.ana.gov.br/
http://cran.rproject.org/package=vegan
http://cran.rproject.org/package=vegan
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10750-008-9690-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actao.2004.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1890/0012-9658
https://doi.org/10.1890/0012-9658
https://doi.org/10.1111/jfb.12791
https://doi.org/10.1111/jfb.12791
https://doi.org/10.1577/15488659(1982)111
https://doi.org/10.1577/15488659(1982)111
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2427.2007.01898.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/ecy.2576
https://doi.org/10.1002/ecy.2576


Ward JV, Stanford JA (1995) Ecological connectivity in alluvial river
ecosystems and its disruption by flow regulation. Reg Riv Res
Manag 11:105–119

Winemiller KO, Jepsen DB (1998) Effects of seasonality and fish move-
ment on tropical river food webs. J Fish Biol 53:267–296

Winemiller KO, Tarim S, Shormann D, Cotner JB (2000) Fish assem-
blage structure in relation to environmental variation among Brazos
River oxbow lakes. Trans Am Fish Soc 129:451–468

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdic-
tional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

2560 Biologia (2021) 76:2551–2560


	Influence...
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Material and methods
	Study area
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Results
	Fish and macrophyte species richness
	Environmental, macrophyte composition and spatial effects on fish composition

	Discussion
	References


