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Abstract
Fishery independent monitoring in the San Francisco Estuary (SFE) includes extensive coverage by the
many trawl- and seine-based surveys of the Interagency Ecological Program (IEP). These surveys
primarily sample small forage fishes and/or juvenile life stages of larger fishes due to the relatively small
net dimensions, mesh sizes, and tow speeds. As a result, the adult life stage of many SFE fish species is
not completely sampled, representing a shortcoming in our ability to track changes in age-structured
regional fish assemblages. To help fill this monitoring gap, we conducted an experimental gillnetting
effort in the spring of 2023. We employed American Fisheries Society experimental gillnets in a stratified
random sampling design in the North Delta, California, USA. In total, we caught 16 fish species during
141 approximately one-hour gillnet sets, including 33 paired day and night sets to test diurnal effects on
catch. On average, fishes caught in this study were substantially larger than those caught by trawl- and
seine-based surveys. Ordination analyses revealed a high degree of overlap in sampled fish assemblages
between the three North Delta subregions (Cache Slough Complex, Lindsey Slough Complex, Liberty
Slough Complex), with significant differences detected for only the Lindsey Slough Complex. When
testing diel effects on catch, significant differences in species assemblage were seen between day and
night sets. However, differences in catch may not justify the added risk and complexities of night
sampling except for targeted studies of benthic predators (catfishes). Finally, while over 3,000 PIT tags
were deployed (primarily in Striped Bass) between this and another nearby study, only 6 PIT tags were
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recovered, demonstrating that greater effort or different methodologies would be required to generate
mark-recapture abundance estimates in this open and highly dynamic system. This study demonstrates
the efficacy of experimental gillnets in sampling the large fish community within portions of the SFE and
may inform future SFE large fish monitoring.
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Introduction
The San Francisco Estuary (SFE) is a dynamic and highly modified environment consisting of two primary
river inputs, an inverted, mostly freshwater delta (Delta), and a series of progressively more saline bays
that terminate at the Pacific Ocean (Conomos et al. 1985). Freshwater inputs are impounded to store
water and regulate river flow, while the Delta is highly channelized and largely disconnected from its
historic marshplain and floodplain habitats. Two major water export facilities, the Central Valley Project
(CVP) and the State Water Project (SWP), operate in the southern portion of the Delta, diverting a
substantial portion of the freshwater inflow for agricultural and municipal use (Lund et al. 2007). The SFE
is also a highly invaded ecosystem, hosting a suite of non-native invertebrates, vegetation, and fish
species (Cohen and Carlton 1998). Consequently, some introduced and many native fishes have
experienced declines in abundance (e.g., Striped Bass, Morone saxatilis; Stevens et al. 1985), extirpation
(Sacramento Perch, Archoplites interruptus; Crain and Moyle 2011), or even extinction (Thicktail Chub,
Gila crassicauda; Moyle 2002).

To track the effects of water infrastructure on sensitive fish populations and the general fish assemblage,
long-term monitoring surveys were established by various public agencies and university groups,
collectively forming the Interagency Ecological Program (IEP; Tempel et al. 2021). The monitoring
programs of the IEP are implemented by the California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW), the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), the California Department of Water Resources (CDWR), the U.S.
Geological Survey (USGS), and the University of California, Davis (UCD). These studies have been used to
identify long-term declines in fish abundance (Sommer et al. 2007), habitat use (Sommer et al. 2011),
and subregional distribution (Stompe et al. 2022) within the SFE but have largely focused on small fish



species or the juvenile life stages of large-bodied fishes. A multitude of short-term special studies, some
of which have focused on large-bodied fishes, have been conducted by members of the IEP and other
research and consulting entities. However, their short time scale limits their utility in identifying long-
term trends or responses to systemic changes in water management.

Most of the current long-term fish surveys in the SFE employ trawl-based gear types designed to capture
small, pelagic forage fishes (< 92 mm, 95th percentile (2019); CDFW Fall Midwater Trawl, CDFW Summer
Townet Survey, USFWS Enhanced Delta Smelt Monitoring, etc.), while others use gear better suited to
capture small littoral fishes (< 118 mm, 95th percentile (2019); USFWS Beach Seine Survey), small to
large littoral fishes (< 330 mm, 95th percentile (2019); USFWS Delta Boat Electrofishing Survey;
McKenzie and Mahardja 2021; McKenzie et al. 2022), and small to medium benthic fishes (< 235 mm,
95th percentile (2019); UCD Otter Trawl, CDFW Bay Study Otter Trawl; Honey et al. 2004). Of these
surveys, only the USFWS Delta Boat Electrofishing Survey regularly catches large fishes. However, it is
limited to sampling shallow freshwater habitats, precluding its ability to fully capture large fish
assemblages in pelagic, benthic, and saline environments (Warry et al. 2013). The other gear types
primarily select for small fishes due to the relatively slow travel speed, small net dimension, and small
mesh sizes, making these surveys less efficient as fish increase in size and can more effectively avoid
and escape capture (Klein et al. 2019). Other long-term studies of large-bodied fishes (CDFW Striped
Bass Study, CDFW Adult Sturgeon Study) were useful for tracking trends in the abundance and
demographics of target species but were limited both spatially and in their utility for non-target species
and are no longer funded as part of IEP monitoring. As a result, large fishes and the adult life stage of
many fishes are under-sampled by most IEP surveys, representing a gap in SFE fish assemblage
monitoring.

Large fishes carry high recreational value (e.g., Largemouth Bass [Micropterus salmoides]) and cultural
value (e.g., Sacramento Sucker [Catostomus occidentalis], Sacramento Splittail [Pogonichthys
macrolepidotus], and Green Sturgeon [Acipenser medirostris]) and represent the spawning stock for
many of the smaller fishes sampled in most IEP monitoring programs. Additionally, large fishes such as
Striped Bass and Sacramento Pikeminnow (Ptychocheilus grandis) are high order piscivores (Moyle 2002)
that have the potential to drive prey species behavior and abundance (Nobriga and Smith 2020; Rogers
et al. 2022), while other large fishes such as Sacramento Hitch (Lavinia exilicauda exilicauda) represent
prey resources for predatory fishes, birds, and mammals (Moyle 2002). Understanding the predator
component of these trophic relationships is important for species management, especially considering
the status of SFE forage fishes, several of which are listed as threatened or endangered under the
California and Federal Endangered Species Acts, including Delta Smelt (Hypomesus transpacificus) and
Longfin Smelt (Spirinchus thaleichthys), which have been entrained in large numbers at the CVP and SWP
export facilities (Aasen and Morinaka 2018; Aasen and Griffiths 2022).

The SFE experiences large-scale interannual changes in hydrologic and salinity conditions due to flow
management and water use (SWRCB 2018), CVP/SWP export (Reis et al. 2019), and salinity management
actions, such as at the Suisun Marsh Salinity Control Gates and temporary salinity barriers (IEP Drought
Synthesis Team 2023). While the response of small fishes to these actions is well monitored through IEP
trawl and seine surveys (Sommer et al. 2020), the response of large fishes remains largely unknown. In
addition, targeted flow pulses intended to support successful juvenile salmonid outmigration (Wohner et
al. 2022) and create beneficial conditions for Delta and Longfin Smelt (CDFW 2020) may also influence
the success of large fishes that consume these species. The rapid movement abilities of many large
fishes, such as Striped Bass (Calhoun 1952), suggest that their response to these water management



actions is likely rapid.

Given these management issues and the lack of comprehensive large-fish monitoring in the SFE, we
conducted an experimental gillnet survey in the spring of 2023 using multi-mesh gillnets to inform future
long-term monitoring. This gear has been demonstrated as an effective means of sampling large fish
assemblages in Texas (Martinez-Andrade 2018), Louisiana (O’Connell et al. 2004), Maryland (MDNR
2021), and Australia (Rotherham et al. 2012), amongst others. Additionally, the same or similar gear has
been used in several past special studies conducted in the SFE (Feyrer et al. 2015; Brandl et al. 2021;
Huntsman et al. 2023), allowing for survey data integration and subsequent identification of overall fish
community structure, long-term trends in regional species assemblages, and potential drivers of change.

Previous studies of large fishes in the SFE and other systems have identified several important
considerations for gillnet study design, including effort required to fully sample assemblages (Huntsman
et al. 2023), diel effects on assemblage representation, and sampling/analytical methods for estimating
species abundance. The effort required to fully sample available fish assemblages is an important
consideration for maximizing survey efficiency while also collecting useful data for tracking trends in
assemblage composition. Likewise, diel effects due to differences in fish activity and gillnet visibility may
influence the composition of captured fish assemblages (Vašek et al. 2009), including for large fishes in
the SFE (Brown and Michniuk 2007). Finally, physical tagging of fishes can provide estimates of absolute
abundance through mark-recapture methods (Kohlhorst 1980; Pine et al. 2003), providing population-
level insights beyond the relative abundance metrics usually generated by IEP surveys. Absolute
abundance estimates are particularly valuable in the SFE for contextualizing salvage (removal) of fishes
at the South Delta pumping facilities as for understanding the effects of other sources of mortality
(fisheries, HABs, etc.). Given these considerations, our objectives for this study were to (1) identify the
required sampling intensity to fully represent the local fish assemblage, (2) test for diel effects in catch
and species representation, (3) evaluate the efficacy of mark-recapture from an assemblage-focused
gillnet study as a means of estimating species abundance, and (4) to contribute another year of
information on the large fish assemblage in the North Delta, California, for comparison with past and
future studies. Together, these objectives can be used to inform future monitoring in the SFE.

Methods
Study Area
Our study area encompassed the sloughs of the North Delta, California, USA (38.27° N, –121.70° W; Fig.
1), excluding flooded island habitats. We sampled the habitats of Cache Slough, Lindsey Slough, Liberty
Cut, Prospect Slough, Shag Slough, the Yolo Bypass toe drain, Haas Slough, Ulatis Slough, and Barker
Slough. For analysis, we grouped North Delta subregions as the Cache Slough Complex (Cache Slough,
Haas Slough, Ulatis Slough), Lindsey Slough Complex (Lindsey Slough, Barker Slough), and the Liberty
Island Complex (Liberty Cut, Prospect Slough, Shag Slough, Yolo Bypass toe drain; Fig. 1).

#fig1in16.110
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Figure 1. Study area and sampling sites from the 2023 experimental gillnet field season. Each point
represents an individual gillnet set, with red points denoting day sets and blue points denoting night
sets. Colored polygons represent the three subregions included in analyses. Outset map in bottom
left shows map extent in relation to the greater San Francisco Estuary and the cities of San
Francisco and Sacramento.

We selected sampling sites prior to each field week by generating random points within a bounded
polygon of North Delta sloughs using QGIS software (QGIS v.3.22, http://www.qgis.org, accessed 2 Nov
2023). Each week, we selected 18–24 sites for weeks with only day sampling and nine sites for weeks
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with paired day/night sampling. To ensure nearby alternatives, we generated oversample sites at a
density of 50–100 sites per stratum before each field week. Within a given week, we sampled sites in an
order that was logistically practical, as determined by the lead scientist and boat operator, considering
travel time and weather conditions. When we deemed a site unsampleable due to submersed aquatic
vegetation, depth limitations, or because nets would represent a navigational hazard, we relocated within
100m of the randomly selected point. If no suitable site was available within 100 m, we selected the
closest available “oversample” site instead.

Survey Gear
Our sampling equipment consisted of American Fisheries Society (AFS) experimental gillnets, plus the
addition of the optional “large fish net” (Bonar et al. 2009). The AFS experimental gillnet measures 24.4
m in length by 1.8 m in depth and includes eight 3 m-long panels with stretch mesh measurements of
76.2 mm, 114.3 mm, 50.8 mm, 88.9 mm, 38.1 mm, 127.0 mm, 63.5 mm, and 101.6 mm. The optional
large fish panel measures 9.1 m in length by 1.8 m in depth and includes three 3 m-long panels with
stretch mesh measurements of 152.4, 177.8, and 203.2 mm. We fished nets along the bottom, anchored
in place by a 3.6–4.5 kg (8–10 lb) fluke anchor at the deployment starting end and an 11.34 kg (25 lb)
cast iron weight plate at the finishing end. We always deployed nets beginning with the 76.2 mm mesh
panel of the main net and ending with the 203.2 mm mesh panel of the large fish net. We inserted an
approximate 3-m “blank panel” between the experimental net and large fish net to reduce the chances
of leading or baiting large fish and stretched nets taut prior to deploying the second anchor (Fig. 2).

Figure 2. Schematic of 24.4 m American Fisheries Society experimental gillnet with addition of 3 m
blank panel and 9.1 m large fish net. Numbers above each panel represent square mesh
measurements in millimeters. Only panel widths are to scale.

Survey Workflow
In a typical ten-hour workday, we conducted six to eight complete netsets. We generally set nets
perpendicular or oblique to the current or channel, starting at the randomly generated point and working
away from the closest shoreline. We deployed nets over the bow as a boat operator reversed away from
the shoreline. Once the net was fully deployed, we dropped the second anchor and recorded a GPS point
on Navionics Boating mobile software (Navionics Inc., Massarosa, Italy) on an iPhone 11 (Apple Inc.,
Cupertino, CA, USA). The boat operator then relayed the start and end depths as read from the onboard
sonar unit, which were recorded by the science lead. We averaged start and end depths to generate a
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single water depth measurement for analysis.

After deploying the net, we recorded the set start time and deployed a YSI ProSolo ODO/CT probe (YSI
Inc., Yellow Springs, OH, USA) to measure surface water quality metrics in the vicinity of the net. We
measured water temperature (C), salinity (ppt), conductivity (uS/cm), and dissolved oxygen (% and mg/L)
using the YSI unit. We calibrated the YSI for conductivity with a 10,000 uS/cm calibration solution in April
2023, and for dissolved oxygen at the beginning of each field day. We measured Secchi depth using a
244 cm rigid pole attached to a 20.3 cm freshwater type (black and white) Secchi disk. During night sets,
we measured Secchi depth using a 3000-lumen spotlight (West Marine Inc., Fort Lauderdale, FL, USA)
held at arm’s length and directed towards the disk as an artificial light source. We assessed weather
conditions and the presence of submersed aquatic vegetation (SAV; visually and via sonar) at the time
that the net was set. Once all environmental metrics were measured and recorded, we typically transited
to a nearby site, if feasible, to start a second overlapping netset.

We retrieved nets (starting at the large fish net) after approximately one hour had elapsed since the net
was fully deployed. The boat operator assisted crews by slowly maneuvering the boat in the direction of
the net. We immediately removed fish entangled in the net and placed them in an approximately 47 L
insulated container filled with water collected on site and aerated with a battery-powered aerator (0.87
L/min; Marine Metals Products Inc., Clearwater, FL, USA). We removed all fish from the net and
transferred them to the holding tank before any fish were processed further. We did not record fish that
escaped the net before reaching the boat.

Once the net was fully on board, we processed fish by recording species, scanning for previously
implanted PIT tags (HPR lite; Biomark Inc., Boise, ID, USA) and measuring fork length (mm) and total
length (mm). We also measured standard length (mm) for some species for use in developing length
conversions. The lead science crew member assessed fish condition as good (strong swimming ability,
minimal scale loss, and minimal markings from net), fair (moderate swimming ability, moderate scale
loss, or moderate markings from net), poor (poor swimming ability, loss of equilibrium, considerable scale
loss, or considerable markings from net), or dead (no opercular movement). Typically, we implanted a 12
mm HDX PIT tag (Oregon RFID Inc., Portland, OR, USA) into all fish in good condition without a previously
implanted PIT tag and recorded the full PIT tag code in bi-hex format. We also implanted PIT tags into a
portion of fish deemed to be in fair condition and without a previous PIT tag but did not implant PIT tags
into fish in poor or dead condition. Once fully processed, we allowed fish to recover from
capture/handling stress if time allowed and released them on site.

PIT Tag Collaboration
We shared PIT tagging and scanning equipment with other IEP and CDFW programs to increase the
number of tags deployed, the number of fish scanned for existing tags, and to assess the practicality of
incorporating other studies into a mark-recapture study. The programs included were the CDFW Central
Valley Steelhead Monitoring Program (CVSMP), the UCD Suisun Marsh Fish Study (SMFS), and the CDWR
Yolo Bypass Fish Monitoring Program (YBFMP). The CVSMP samples fishes in the Sacramento River using
fyke traps in the vicinity of Verona, the YBFMP samples fishes in the Yolo Bypass, using a fyke trap and
beach seines, and the SMFS samples the sloughs of Suisun Marsh, using towed otter trawls and beach
seines. For 2023, we asked the CVSMP to tag and scan Striped Bass, the YBFMP to tag and scan all
Sacramento Splittail and Sacramento Hitch, and the SMFS to tag and scan Sacramento Splittail as time



allowed. We selected these species based on the historical incidence of catch and likelihood of contact in
North Delta gillnet sampling. We provided all programs with a PIT tag scanner (HPR lite; Biomark Inc.), 12
mm HDX PIT tags (Oregon RFID Inc.), PIT tagging needles, and data sheets as needed.

Paired Day and Night Sampling
We conducted paired day and night sampling as staffing and vessel availability allowed. During these
periods, we visited sites twice over an approximately 8-hour survey period. We began survey days
between 1400 and 1600, sampling three randomly selected sites prior to sunset. We then waited until
the end of civil twilight, after which we sampled the sites again in the same order to maximize the time
allowed for the local fish community to recover from the first sampling event. We recorded all
environmental metrics at both day and night sets.

Data Analysis
To investigate potential habitat differences between the subregions, we tested for associations between
environmental variables and subregion using ANOVA, Kruskal-Wallis, Chi-Squared and pairwise post-hoc
tests. We first used ANOVA to test for associations between subregion and the continuous environmental
variables, including water temperature, Secchi depth, water depth, and dissolved oxygen. We inspected
the residuals from the ANOVA models for normality using quantile-quantile plots and tested for normality
using the Shapiro-Wilk test. We re-ran models that did not meet the assumption of normality using the
non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test. We then tested for an association between the single
categorical predictor variable, presence of SAV, and subregion using a chi-squared test.

Once all subregional environmental models were completed, we ran post-hoc tests to examine the
pairwise relationships amongst subregions. We used Tukey’s multiple comparison of means for ANOVA
models, the Dunn Kruskal-Wallis multiple comparison method with Bonferroni correction for Kruskal-
Wallis models, and multiple pairwise Chi-Squared tests for the chi-squared model. We plotted
environmental variables as boxplots for continuous variables and as a bar chart for the presence of SAV,
by subregion, to visualize differences in environmental conditions.

We then analyzed catch data to determine whether sampling intensity was sufficient to adequately
represent the regional fish assemblage vulnerable to our gear. For this analysis we generated species
accumulation curves for all North Delta samples as well as by strata (Lindsey complex, Cache complex,
Liberty complex) and for paired day and night groupings using the community ecology package ‘vegan’
(vegan v.2.6-4, https://CRAN.R-project.org/package=vegan; accessed 13 Dec 2023) function
‘specaccum’ in the program R (R v.4.1.2, https://www.R-project.org/, accessed 13 Dec 2023). We
generated species accumulation curves with the random accumulator method and ran the analysis for
100 permutations. We then estimated total species richness using the Chao (Chao 1987), Jacknife 1 and
2, and bootstrap methods (Walther and Morand 1998) using the ‘specpool’ function in the ‘vegan’
package. We report total species richness for all methods; however, the bootstrap method produced the
most precise estimates based on standard errors and was primarily used to assess community
representation. If measured species richness fell within a 95% confidence interval of the bootstrap
estimate, we considered that grouping or stratum to be fully sampled.
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The species richness estimation methods assume a closed species pool, which is a difficult assumption to
meet in an open system such as the North Delta. We assume that the sampling timeframe allowed for
potential contact with all species available, including both reproductive (migratory) and non-reproductive
(non-migratory) individuals. We contacted all of those species most likely to migrate in and out of the
North Delta, including Sacramento Splittail, Striped Bass, and American Shad (Alosa sapidissima).
However, the possibility for rare and/or migratory individuals of other species to move in and out of our
sampling area suggests that total species richness estimates are likely an underestimate of true species
richness.

Once adequate sampling density had been determined, we tested the minimum sampling density
required to represent different percentages of the total fish assemblage following the methods of Quist et
al. (2007). We drew a total of 1,000 permutations of species richness without replacement for sampling
densities from one netset up to the maximum number of netsets sampled for the North Delta and each of
the individual subregions, using the ‘specaccum’ function in ‘vegan’. We then extracted the individual
permutations from the species accumulation output and summed the number of occurrences where
100%, 90%, 80%, 70%, 60%, and 50% of the total sampled species richness was sampled for each
sample size. We then divided these occurrences by 1000 to generate a probability of capturing 50–100%
of the available fish assemblage for each sample size.

We standardized raw catch data as catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE), calculated as the number of fish caught
per hour fishing using one complete gillnet (AFS experimental gillnet plus large fish gillnet). We
calculated CPUE for all fish captured, by individual species, by subregion, by time of day (sampling
period), and for native and introduced species. We then organized individual species CPUEs as a matrix,
with species as columns and individual gillnet sets as rows, for use in ordination-based visualization and
modeling.

We summarized length frequency data for all species captured during sampling by calculating the
median, standard deviation, max, and minimum fork length. In addition, we visualized length frequencies
for the two most frequently captured species, comparing their length frequency distributions to those
observed in IEP trawl and seine surveys. We plotted length frequency as histograms of catch, using 10
mm bin widths. We sourced IEP trawl and seine data from the San Francisco Bay Study, Suisun Marsh
Fish Study, Fall Midwater Trawl, Spring Kodiak Trawl, Delta Juvenile Fish Monitoring Study, Enhanced
Delta Smelt Monitoring, 20 mm Survey, Smelt Larval Survey, and Summer Townet Survey using the
aggregated “deltafish” dataset (deltafish v.0.1.0,
https://delta-stewardship-council.github.io/deltafish/, accessed 13 Dec 2023; Bashevkin et al.
2022). Complete IEP data were not available for 2023, so we used 2019 data as a comparative year
instead. Both 2019 and 2023 were classified as “wet” years by the CDWR with Sacramento Valley runoff
of 24.77 million acre-feet (maf) and 24.11 maf, respectively (CDWR 2023), resulting in comparable
hydrologic conditions.

We explored community assemblage data using non-metric multidimensional scaling (NMDS). NMDS is an
ordination method that reduces multi-dimensional data into two or more orthogonal axes for plotting in
two dimensions, allowing for comparison and assessment of communities in a spatial context. We square
root transformed species CPUE to reduce the influence of common species and increase the relative
influence of moderately abundant species (Brown and Michniuk 2007). We chose to use the Bray-Curtis
dissimilarity metric (Bray and Curtis 1957) due to its ability to account for both species composition and
abundance when comparing samples (Ricotta and Podani 2017) and omitted samples with zero catch for
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NMDS analyses. Additionally, we removed one “doubleton” record (catch occurrence with a species that
was only captured twice) from the catch matrix for paired day/night samples due to its behavior as an
outlier in the ordination. We then generated ordinations comparing North Delta subregions, vegetation
state, and paired day and night samples using the function ‘metaMDS’ in ‘vegan’ (Oksanen et al. 2022),
with 100 random starts. We calculated 95% confidence ellipsoids and applied them to NMDS plots to
show the spatial clustering of points in relation to environmental metrics. We generated all figures using
ggplot2 (ggplot2 v.3.4.1, https://ggplot2.tidyverse.org/, accessed 13 Dec 2023).

We tested the homogeneity of group dispersions for categorical predictor variables using the function
‘betadisper’ in ‘vegan’ to ensure proper inputs for permutational analysis of variance (PERMANOVA)
modeling. Although PERMANOVA is generally insensitive to heterogeneous dispersions for balanced
samples, bias may be introduced if unbalanced samples with heterogeneous dispersions are included in
models (Anderson and Walsh 2013). We tested the predictor variables subregion, submersed aquatic
vegetation, and tidal state. While the sampling design ensured balanced samples between day and night
netsets within the paired samples, minimizing the risk of bias regardless of dispersion, we also tested the
variable time of day for paired samples.

We then used PERMANOVA modeling to test for associations between community composition, time of
day, subregion, and various environmental variables. We again omitted samples with zero catch. We
chose to use PERMANOVA modeling due to its ability to handle and describe differences in abnormally
distributed community data, which is often heavily zero-weighted (Lek et al. 2011; Anderson and Walsh
2013). We constructed models using the ‘adonis2’ function in the package ‘vegan’ (vegan v.2.6.4,
https://rdrr.io/cran/vegan/, accessed 13 Dec 2023) using the square root of CPUE as the input matrix,
the Bray-Curtis dissimilarity metric, and 999 random permutations. We ran two models – one to
determine the association between community assemblage and subregion, presence of SAV, water
temperature (C), Secchi depth (cm), water depth (m), and dissolved oxygen (mg/L) for all samples, and
another to examine the association between community assemblage and time of day and Secchi depth
(cm) for only those paired day and night samples. We selected environmental predictor variables based
on ecological relevance to fish species abundance and distribution. To identify drivers of significant
relationships for categorical predictors with more than two categories we used pairwise PERMANOVA
testing using ‘pairwise.adonis2’ in the ‘pairwiseAdonis’ package (pairwiseAdonis v.0.4.1,
https://github.com/pmartinezarbizu/pairwiseAdonis, accessed 12 Dec 2023). We applied a
Bonferroni correction to pairwise PERMANOVA results to reduce Type 1 error.

Data from this study are available from:
https://doi.org/10.6073/pasta/befa271d32e9ab2ae7919930f937d8fb

Results
Environmental models indicated differences in water temperature (ANOVA: F2 = 4.45, P = 0.013), Secchi
depth (ANOVA: F2 = 26.28, P < 0.001), water depth (Kruskal-Wallis: χ2

2 = 24.26, P < 0.001), dissolved
oxygen (Kruskal-Wallis: χ2

2 = 12.22, P = 0.002), and the presence of SAV (Chi-Squared: χ2
2 = 136.19, P <

0.001) between the subregions (Fig. 3). From the pairwise comparisons, water temperature was cooler
in the Cache Complex than either the Liberty (diff = 0.72 ± 0.65°C, P = 0.027) or Lindsey (diff = 0.71 ±
0.69°C, P = 0.042) Complexes, Secchi depth was higher in the Lindsey Complex than in either the Cache
(diff = 48.39 ± 16.81 cm, P < 0.001) or Liberty (diff = 43.18 ± 17.39cm, P < 0.001) Complexes, water
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depth was shallower in the Cache Complex than in Lindsey (Z = -2.97, P = 0.008) or Liberty (Z = -4.83, P
< 0.001) Complexes, and the Cache Complex had higher dissolved oxygen than either the Lindsey (Z =
2.87, P = 0.012) or Liberty (Z = 3.05, P = 0.007) Complexes. Differences in presence of SAV existed for
all pairwise comparisons (χ2

1 = 88.50, P < 0.001).





Figure 3. Comparisons of environmental variables measured in the Cache (n = 55), Liberty (n =
47), and Lindsey (n = 39) Complexes. Horizontal bar in boxplots represents median value, edges of
box represent the interquartile range, ends of whiskers are the minimum and maximum (non-outlier)
values, and points are outliers. Bottom right panel is the number of sites with and without bottom
vegetation in the net path for each of the subregions.

A total of 572 fish were captured in 141 netsets. We captured 16 species, including 191 Striped Bass
(14.5 – 67.7 cm FL, median = 33.3 cm FL; Table 1), 152 Sacramento Hitch (13–38.7 cm FL, median =
24.5 cm FL; Table 1), and 62 White Catfish (Ameiurus catus; 16.0–46.4 cm FL, median = 23.1 cm FL;
Table 1), amongst others (Table 2). Sampling occurred between 2 May and 21 June 2023. Of the 572
fish captured, we released 416 with PIT tags, including 118 Sacramento Hitch, 113 Striped Bass, and 59
White Catfish (Table 2). Approximately 70% of captured fish were released in good condition, 18% in fair
condition, 7% in poor condition, and 5% were dead when released. Through collaboration with the
CVSMP, an additional 2,810 Striped Bass (26.0–119.0 cm FL, median = 42.0 cm FL) were tagged with PIT
tags between 16 March and 18 April 2023, from fyke traps deployed in the Lower Sacramento River. The
YBFMP did not catch any target species and the SMFS scanned a portion of captured adult Sacramento
Splittail but was unable to deploy any tags due to time constraints. Six PIT tags deployed by the CVSMP
were recaptured from CVSMP fyke traps, most within one month of release. No PIT tags were recaptured
during gillnet or SMFS sampling.

Table 1. Median, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum fork length for each species captured in
this study, measured in millimeters. Species ordered by frequency of catch.

Common Name Median FL Standard Deviation Min Max

Striped Bass 333 110.3 145 677

Sacramento Hitch 245 52.9 130 387

White Catfish 231 52.1 160 464

Sacramento Splittail 326 39.5 161 379

Largemouth Bass 248 77.6 130 417

Sacramento Pikeminnow 261 131.0 182 518

Tule Perch 148 26.5 135 251

Redear Sunfish 165 39.4 125 279

Golden Shiner 146 21.3 124 178

Sacramento Sucker 431 118.8 233 565

Threadfin Shad 118 17.2 113 166

Common Carp 264 52.2 192 347

Black Crappie 218 67.8 103 311

Bluegill Sunfish 146 32.9 101 165
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Common Name Median FL Standard Deviation Min Max

American Shad 152 N/A 152 152

Channel Catfish 528 N/A 528 528

Table 2. Species names, species codes, status (native vs. introduced), total catch, catch by subregion,
and number of PIT tags deployed for each fish species encountered in North Delta gillnet sampling. 141
netsets were conducted in total, 55 netsets were conducted in the Cache Complex, 47 in the Liberty
Complex, and 39 in the Lindsey Complex.

Common
Name

Species
Code

Status Total
Catch

Cache
Complex
Catch

Liberty
Complex
Catch

Lindsey
Complex
Catch

Number
PIT
Tagged

Striped Bass STRBAS non-native 191 99 58 34 110

Sacramento
Hitch

HITCH native 152 112 29 11 118

White Catfish WHICAT non-native 62 23 33 6 59

Sacramento
Splittail

SPLITT native 47 26 20 1 41

Largemouth
Bass

LARBAS non-native 24 8 5 11 15

Sacramento
Pikeminnow

SACPIK native 21 7 10 4 17

Tule Perch TULPER native 18 3 8 7 16

Redear Sunfish REDEAR non-native 12 4 2 6 10

Golden Shiner GOLSHI non-native 9 7 0 2 3

Sacramento
Sucker

SACSUC native 9 8 1 0 9

Threadfin Shad THRSHA non-native 9 8 0 1 0

Common Carp COMCAR non-native 7 3 4 0 7

Black Crappie BLACRA non-native 6 4 2 0 4

Bluegill Sunfish BLUGIL non-native 3 1 1 1 2

American Shad AMESHA non-native 1 0 1 0 0

Channel Catfish CHACAT non-native 1 1 0 0 1



Species accumulation curves for all samples from the North Delta (n = 141), Cache Slough Complex (n =
55), Lindsey Slough Complex (n = 39), Liberty Complex (n = 47), and for paired day (n = 33) and night (n
= 33) samples all appeared to reach or nearly reach an asymptote, indicating adequate representation of
the available fish community (Fig. 4). Likewise, species richness from all sampled strata fell within a 95%
confidence interval of the bootstrap estimate of total species richness (Table 3). As such, each stratum
was considered adequately sampled and included in PERMANOVA models as predictor variables.

Figure 4. Species accumulation curves generated using the random accumulator method with 100
permutations for the entire North Delta, each of the three North Delta Subregions, and for paired
day and night gillnet sets (Time of Day). Center lines are the mean species richness at a given
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number of samples and shaded regions are the 95% confidence interval around the mean.

Table 3. Estimated total species richness for each survey substrata. Strata were considered fully
sampled if the number of species captured (Species) was within 1.96*boot.se of the bootstrapped (boot)
species richness estimate. Species is the total number of species detected, “Chao” is the Chao estimate
of total species richness, “jack1” is the jackknife1 estimate of total species richness, “jack2” is the
jackknife2 estimate of total species richness, “boot” is the bootstrap estimate of total species richness,
and “n” is the total number of samples included. Columns ending with “.se” are the standard error of the
associated estimate.

Region Species Chao Chao.se jack1 jack1.se jack2 boot boot.se n

North Delta 16 18.0 3.7 18.0 1.4 19.0 16.9 0.8 141

Cache Complex 15 19.4 7.1 17.9 1.7 19.9 16.3 1.0 55

Lindsey Complex 11 16.8 7.0 14.9 1.9 18.7 12.6 1.1 39

Liberty Complex 13 15.2 3.3 15.9 2.2 16.9 14.5 1.3 47

Day 13 16.9 5.1 16.9 1.9 18.8 14.7 1.2 33

Night 10 17.8 11.3 13.9 1.9 16.7 11.6 1.0 33

The minimum required sampling as determined through permutational probabilities showed similar
probability curves for detecting 50–100% of species for the three sub-regions, with higher sampling
intensities required for the entire North Delta (Fig. 5). To achieve a 95% probability of detecting
50–100% of available species, the North Delta required 18 to 138 samples, the Cache Complex required
15 to 55 samples, the Liberty Complex required 18 to 46 samples, and the Lindsey Complex required 17
to 39 samples to capture 50 to 100% of available species, respectively (Table 4).
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Figure 5. Probability curves of detecting 50, 60, 70, 80, 90, and 100% of species within a given
region/subregion at a given sample size. Horizontal dotted line represents 95% probability.

Table 4. Total sample size (n) and number of samples required to capture 50–100% of the available
species assemblage, with 95% probability.

Subregion n 100% 90% 80% 70% 60% 50%

North Delta 141 138 114 62 48 30 18

Cache Complex 55 55 48 31 25 18 15

Liberty Complex 47 46 45 38 32 23 18

Lindsey Complex 39 39 35 30 24 20 17

The Cache Slough Complex had the highest median CPUE for all species (3.1 fish/hr), followed by the
Liberty Island Complex (1.8 fish/hr) and the Lindsey Slough Complex (1.0 fish/hr; Fig. 6). Likewise,
maximum overall CPUE was highest in the Cache Slough Complex (40.0 fish/hr), followed by the Liberty
Island Complex (14.5 fish/hr) and Lindsey Slough Complex (9.8 fish/hr; Fig. 6). Median native fish CPUE
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was considerably greater in the Cache Slough Complex (1.0 fish/hr) than in either the Liberty Island
Complex (0 fish/hr) or the Lindsey Slough Complex (0 fish/hr; Fig. 6). The disparity in native fish catch
was driven by the exceptionally high catch of Sacramento Hitch in the Cache Slough Complex, which was
the most frequently encountered and highest CPUE species in the subregion (Table 2; Fig. 7). Median
CPUE of non-native fishes was also greatest in the Cache Slough Complex (2.0 fish/hr), followed by the
Lindsey Slough Complex (1.0 fish/hr) and the Liberty Island Complex (0.97 fish/hr; Fig. 6). All subregions
had higher median CPUEs for non-native species than for native species (Fig. 6), driven in part by the
high catch of Striped Bass, which were the most common species contacted over the survey (Table 2;
Fig. 7).

Figure 6. Boxplots of CPUE (catch per net-hour) for all species, native species, and non-native
species across the three North Delta subregions. Center bar in boxplots represents median value,
edges of boxes are the interquartile range, ends of lines are 1.5 times the interquartile range, and
points are outlier values.
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Figure 7. Mean CPUE (catch per net-hour) for each of the 16 species captured during 2023 gillnet
sampling for all regions (n = 141), the Cache Slough Complex (n = 55), the Liberty Island Complex
(n = 47), and the Lindsey Slough Complex (n = 39). Colors denote native or non-native status. See
Table 2 for species abbreviations.

Fish captured in our study were substantially larger than those captured in the trawl- and seine-based
surveys of the IEP, as shown through length frequency histograms (Fig. 8). While the overall catch of
Striped Bass was an order of magnitude larger amongst the IEP trawl/seine surveys, the sizes of Striped
Bass captured were primarily less than 150mm FL. In contrast, our samples were primarily of Striped
Bass larger than 150mm, with lengths extending up to 677mm FL (Table 1; Fig. 8). Two clear age
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classes are visible in the IEP Striped Bass length frequency, likely representing age 0 and age 1
individuals, while 4–5 age classes from age 2 to age 5 or 6 exist within our samples (Fig. 8). For
Sacramento Hitch, IEP trawl/seine catch consisted mostly of fish smaller than 100 mm FL, whereas our
study sampled Sacramento Hitch between 130 and 387 mm FL (Table 1; Fig. 8). Despite the difference
in overall sampling effort between our study (141 samples) and the IEP trawl/seine surveys (17,093
samples), more Sacramento Hitch were caught in our samples.

Figure 8. Length frequency histograms (bin width = 10 cm) for Striped Bass and Sacramento Hitch
captured in the 2023 gillnet sampling (bottom panels) and the IEP trawl- and seine-based surveys in
2019 (top panels). IEP trawl/seine surveys include the San Francisco Bay Study, Suisun Marsh Fish
Study, Fall Midwater Trawl, Spring Kodiak Trawl, Delta Juvenile Fish Monitoring Study, Enhanced
Delta Smelt Monitoring, 20 mm Survey, Smelt Larval Survey, and Summer Townet Survey.

Ordination analysis revealed considerable overlap in assemblage composition between subregions, with
highly similar 95% confidence ellipsoids in the Cache Slough and Liberty Island Complexes (Fig. 9). The
Lindsey Slough Complex displayed the most distinct clustering but still exhibited considerable overlap
(Fig. 9). Generally, species clustered according to their phylogenies, with the centroids of distribution for
most centrarchids (Largemouth Bass, Redear Sunfish [Lepomis microlophus], Bluegill Sunfish [Lepomis
macrochirus]) and cyprinids (Golden Shiner [Notemigonus crysoleucas], Sacramento Hitch, Common Carp
[Cyprinus carpio], Sacramento Splittail, Sacramento Pikeminnow) clustering in relatively close proximity
to one another (Fig. 9). While the centroids of species typically associated with SAV (Largemouth Bass,
Redear Sunfish, Bluegill Sunfish, Golden Shiner) appeared to cluster together, there was a high degree of
overlap between the 95% confidence ellipsoids for sites with and without SAV present in the net path
(Fig. 10). The ellipsoid for sites without SAV was larger than that for sites with SAV; however, this may
have been driven by a single outlier catch of Channel Catfish (Ictalurus punctatus; Fig. 10), a species
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only encountered on a single occasion (Table 2).

Figure 9. Non-metric multidimensional scaling plot of gillnet catch from 2023 gillnet sampling.
Colors represent different subregions within the North Delta (n = 141), points represent individual
(non-zero) samples, ellipses represent 95% confidence around points from each subregion, and text
represents the ordination centroid of each species. See Table 2 for species abbreviations.
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Figure 10. Non-metric multidimensional scaling plot of gillnet catch from 2023 gillnet sampling.
Colors represent presence of vegetation at samples within the North Delta (n = 141), points
represent individual (non-zero) samples, ellipses represent 95% confidence around points for
vegetated and non-vegetated samples, and text represents the ordination centroid of each species.
See Table 2 for species abbreviations.

Species composition was similar between day and night paired samples, with slight deviations in 95%
confidence ellipsoids apparently driven in part by increased catch of catfish species during night sets and
SAV associated species (Bluegill Sunfish, Largemouth Bass, Golden Shiner) during day sets (Fig. 11). The
centroid of Striped Bass, the most captured species (Table 2), was located near the center of both
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ellipses (Fig. 11), indicating good representation in both day and night sets. In contrast, the centroid of
Sacramento Hitch, the second most captured species (Table 2), was outside the night set ellipse (Fig.
11), indicating poor representation of this species from night sets.

Figure 11. Non-metric multidimensional scaling plot of gillnet catch from 2023 gillnet paired day
and night sampling. Colors represent diurnal time period at which sample was taken within the
North Delta (n = 66), points represent individual (non-zero) samples, ellipses represent 95%
confidence around day and night samples, and text represents the ordination centroid of each
species. See Table 2 for species abbreviations.
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Betadispersion tests showed homogeneous spread for the categorical variables Subregion and Presence
of SAV for the full model and time of day for the paired model. Conversely, Tidal State displayed
heterogeneous spread amongst the ebb, flood, and slack groups. While PERMANOVA is typically
insensitive to heterogeneous spread given balanced samples, there were considerably more samples
collected during “flood” conditions (n = 55) than in “ebb” (n = 41) or “slack” conditions (n = 8), so this
variable was omitted from the full PERMANOVA model.

PERMANOVA results indicated effects of subregion (F2 = 2.26, P = 0.010), Secchi depth (F1 = 2.47, P =
0.030), and average depth (F1 = 4.19, P = 0.003) from samples collected in the North Delta (Table 5).
There may have also been an effect of submersed aquatic vegetation (F1 = 1.97, P = 0.079), although, it
did not meet the commonly used arbitrary significance cutoff of α = 0.05. There was no effect of water
temperature (F1 = 0.87, P = 0.495) or dissolved oxygen (F1 = 0.95, P = 0.447). From the day/night paired
model, effects were indicated for both time of day (F1 = 3.09, P = 0.014) and Secchi depth (F1 = 2.60, P =
0.035; Table 6). Pairwise comparisons from the full model did not reveal any differences in assemblage
between the Cache Slough Complex and Lindsey Slough Complex (F1 = 2.30, adjusted-P = 0.123), the
Liberty Island Complex and Lindsey Slough Complex (F1 = 2.14, adjusted-P = 0.192), or the Cache Slough
Complex and Liberty Island Complex (F1 = 1.97, adjusted-P = 0.270).

Table 5. PERMANOVA model results on the effects of subregion, submersed aquatic vegetation (bottom
vegetation), water temperature, Secchi depth, average depth, and dissolved oxygen for samples
collected in the North Delta gillnet sampling.

Variable df Sum of Squares R2 F P-value

Subregion 2 1.20 0.04 2.26 0.010

Bottom Vegetation 1 0.52 0.02 1.97 0.079

Water Temperature 1 0.23 0.01 0.87 0.495

Secchi Depth 1 0.66 0.02 2.47 0.030

Average Depth 1 1.12 0.04 4.19 0.003

Dissolved Oxygen 1 0.25 0.01 0.95 0.447

Residual 96 25.57 0.87 N/A N/A

Total 103 29.56 1.00 N/A N/A

Table 6. PERMANOVA model results on the effects of time of day (day/night) and Secchi depth on fish
composition for paired samples collected in the North Delta gillnet sampling.

Variable df Sum of Squares R2 F P-value

Time of Day 1 0.76 0.06 3.09 0.014

Secchi Depth 1 0.64 0.05 2.60 0.035
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Variable df Sum of Squares R2 F P-value

Residual 45 11.02 0.89 N/A N/A

Total 47 12.41 1.00 N/A N/A

Discussion
The results from this study demonstrate the utility and feasibility of this sampling methodology for
describing large fish assemblages as well as its ability to integrate with existing IEP and CDFW surveys.
We met our objectives by determining the sampling intensity required to fully represent the fish
assemblages of the North Delta and its three subregions, quantifying diel effects on species
representation, and assessing the feasibility of using PIT tagging from an assemblage-focused gillnet
study to estimate species abundance. Additionally, we effectively catalogued the springtime large fish
assemblage of the North Delta under wet conditions and demonstrated the differences in length
frequency between fishes captured in experimental gillnets and those from IEP trawl- and seine-based
surveys. These findings support the continued use of gillnet sampling to more comprehensively represent
the fish assemblage of the SFE.

The number of samples required to capture 50% of the available species ranged from 15–18, while
capturing 100% of the available species required 39-138, depending on the region/subregion (Table 4;
Fig. 5). While full species representation is ideal, it may not be necessary depending on management
goals, especially if impacts to sensitive species are a concern. Gillnets result in relatively high levels of
damage to captured fishes compared to less invasive capture techniques, as shown by the 30% of fish
that were in fair, poor, or dead condition upon release. Mortality rates (immediate or delayed) from
gillnets vary by species (Broadhurst et al. 2008), with species such as salmonids being sensitive to
capture and others such as sturgeon being largely insensitive (Stompe et al. 2022). When sensitive
species are present, as is the case during the fall and spring when Chinook Salmon return to Central
Valley rivers to spawn, lower levels of assemblage representation may be targeted to limit incidental
mortality. Reducing the species coverage to 80% lowered the required number of samples to 30-38 for
the subregions and 62 for the entire North Delta. Reducing effort to this level (eight sampling days
assuming eight netsets per day) would likely miss infrequently captured species such as Channel Catfish
(n = 1), American Shad (n = 1), and Bluegill Sunfish (n = 3), but would increase survey efficiency in
detecting the species that are most abundant and/or most available to gillnet gear. A reduction in
sampling intensity would also make available more resources to sample other regions, increasing the
overall spatial coverage of the survey.

Perhaps the most encouraging result from this study was the exceptional catch of Sacramento Hitch.
Sacramento Hitch is a native cyprinid species that is not frequently encountered in most trawl- or seine-
based IEP surveys (Fig. 8), potentially due to poor gear efficiency or a lack of spatial overlap, as
relatively little sampling by trawl- and seine-based IEP surveys occurs in the areas sampled in this study.
Additionally, this species has been identified by CDFW as a species of moderate concern, with data
limitations but probable declines throughout their range (CDFW 2015). The high catch of Sacramento
Hitch in this study indicates either extremely high gear efficiency, or more likely, a relatively large
population of Sacramento Hitch in the North Delta which is supported by recent electrofishing studies
(MacFarland et al. 2022; Williamshen et al. 2023). Furthermore, the wide range of sizes contacted (Fig.
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8) indicates that the population is not supported by a single strong year class, but rather there are
several year classes present, and that successful spawning is happening annually across a range of
precipitation and outflow conditions. This somewhat contradicts findings from recent electrofishing
studies in the North Delta, which found primarily juvenile Sacramento Hitch in this region and low
densities of adults in other parts of the Delta (MacFarland et al. 2022). This suggests that gillnets may be
more efficient at catching larger individuals or that the age composition of Sacramento Hitch in the North
Delta has changed between the time when the data from MacFarland (2022) were collected (2018–2021)
and this study (2023). Additionally, Sacramento Hitch were not a dominant species in recent (2017–2018)
gillnetting efforts in nearby North Delta habitats (Clause et al. 2024), indicating that the observed high
abundance of adults in this study may be a relatively recent phenomenon.

Conversely, a discouraging result of this study was the lack of White Sturgeon (Acipenser transmontanus)
catch. White Sturgeon is a benthically associated, long-lived, and late maturing fish species, a California
species of special concern, and at the time of this writing, is the subject of both the federal Endangered
Species Act and California Endangered Species Act listing petitions. While adult White Sturgeon are likely
strong enough to break free from the relatively light monofilament that makes up AFS experimental
gillnets, juvenile and subadult individuals should be easily retained if they were to be entangled in this
gear. It is possible that our gillnets have a low capture efficiency for White Sturgeon due to the anchored
(fixed) set methodology which relies on fish to actively swim into the net. However, given the
demonstrated catch of subadult White and the closely related Green Sturgeon (Acipenser medirostris) in
nearby downstream habitats (M. Beccio, personal communication) by anchored gillnets, this explanation
seems unlikely. The lack of White Sturgeon catch in our study is consistent with previous gillnetting
efforts using experimental gillnets in the North Delta, which captured only two White Sturgeon from 670
netsets in 2017 and 2018 (Steinke et al. 2019). These findings suggest that White Sturgeon do not
frequent the habitats of the North Delta and instead spend their time in other parts of the estuary.

Despite not catching sturgeon, we were able to effectively extend the size range of fishes sampled
beyond what is captured in IEP trawl- and seine-based surveys (Fig. 8). The implications of this are
evident for species such as Striped Bass, which are predominately represented by two age classes
(age-0, age-1) in the IEP trawl/seine data. While metrics of age-0 and age-1 abundance are important for
determining juvenile recruitment, they cannot fully explain trends in overall species abundance
(Kimmerer et al 2000). In addition, these data alone cannot quantify the number of adults available to
function as predators or to contribute to the recreational fishery. While not as long lived as Striped Bass,
this concept also applies to other species such as Sacramento Hitch and Sacramento Splittail that reach
relatively large sizes but are not well represented as adults by IEP trawl/seine surveys.

While we successfully deployed over 3,000 PIT tags between our study and the CVSMP, the within-season
recapture rates were insufficient to calculate abundance or describe the movement dynamics of any
given species. This outcome can be partly explained by the directionality of the Striped Bass spawning
migration and the use of fyke traps in the Sacramento River, which accounts for the fish tagged by the
CVSMP. Striped Bass are only vulnerable to fyke traps when moving upriver to spawn, after which they
will not become available to the gear until the next spawning migration approximately one year later.
Likewise, individuals tagged in the Sacramento River are unlikely to redistribute to the North Delta until
the spawning period had commenced—typically in May or June (Goertler et al. 2021). The efficacy of
mark-recapture for estimating abundance would become clearer after two or more years of sampling
have elapsed and tagged fish have sufficiently mixed within their greater populations. However, the
sampling intensity required to deploy and recover enough tags is likely not practical for an assemblage-
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type study like this one. Additionally, the open and dynamic nature of the Delta is generally not
compatible with the assumptions of most mark-recapture models, further complicating the
implementation of this methodology in any future large-fish assemblage monitoring.

There was a high degree of assemblage overlap between the three subregions, with the Lindsey Slough
Complex standing out as the most distinct (Fig. 9). The Lindsey Slough Complex was also relatively
depauperate, both in terms of total catch (Fig. 6) and species diversity (Fig. 7). These subtle differences
are likely driven by the increased catch of some SAV-associated fishes such as Golden Shiner and Redear
Sunfish in the Lindsey Slough Complex along with the absence of Sacramento Sucker, Common Carp,
Black Crappie (Pomoxis nigromaculatus), American Shad, and Channel Catfish (Fig. 7). These
observations are supported by model results, which indicate potential effects of SAV on species
assemblage (Table 5), as well as significantly more sites with SAV and clearer water (increased Secchi
depth) in the Lindsey Slough Complex (Fig. 3). Given this, the somewhat different assemblage
composition (Fig. 9) and reduced catch in the Lindsey Slough Complex (Figs. 6, 7) may be driven by
preferences of some species for turbid and less highly vegetated habitats, increased net avoidance
behavior in areas with higher Secchi depth, or a combination of both factors.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, the Cache Slough Complex had the highest diversity, and the
highest overall, native, and introduced species catches amongst the three subregions (Figs. 6, 7),
highlighting the importance of this region in supporting North Delta fish biomass. High catches in the
Cache Slough Complex may be linked to the fact that this subregion was significantly shallower, more
turbid, and less vegetated than either Liberty Island or Lindsey Slough Complexes (Fig. 3). These
differences in overall catch and diversity should be considered when evaluating regions for modification,
as actions in the Cache Slough Complex may have outsized effects on the native species that occur
there. Likewise, conditions in the Lindsey Slough Complex could potentially be improved to better
support native fish and fishes in general, potentially by emulating the environmental conditions found in
the Cache Slough Complex.

When considering day and night paired samples, PERMANOVA modeling indicated that the assemblages
caught during each time period are not duplicative of one another. The significant result for both time of
day and turbidity (measured as Secchi depth) suggests that both fish activity and net avoidance behavior
or turbidity preference may play a role. Because samples were paired and collected within approximately
five hours of one another, there should be minimal interaction between turbidity and time of day. While
we cannot definitively determine from these data whether fish activity or net avoidance is responsible for
the significant result of Secchi depth in both this and the full model, we can use the effect of time of day
to elucidate that fish activity does change and influences gillnet catch.

When using these results to inform future study designs, we may examine the ordination plot for day
versus night samples to guide our approach. The ordination plot indicates that the only two species with
centroids more closely aligned with night sampling are White Catfish and Channel Catfish. In contrast,
Bluegill Sunfish, Largemouth Bass, Sacramento Hitch, Sacramento Sucker, and Black Crappie were all
outside of the 95% confidence ellipsoid for night sets but within the day ellipsoid. If the goal is to target
catfish species, say, to examine the distribution of benthic predators, night sampling has clear
advantages. However, if management questions are focused on species such as Bluegill Sunfish,
Largemouth Bass, Sacramento Hitch, Sacramento Sucker, and Black Crappie, then day samples are the
superior choice. A hybrid approach incorporating both day and night sets would result in the best overall
assemblage representation. Regardless of which species are best represented between the two sampling

#fig9in16.110
#fig6in16.110
#fig7in16.110
#fig7in16.110
#tab5in16.110
#fig3in16.110
#fig9in16.110
#fig6in16.110
#fig7in16.110
#fig6in16.110
#fig7in16.110
#fig3in16.110


periods, it is important to note that night sampling is logistically much more challenging, introducing
higher levels of risk to crews and requiring specialized equipment such as radar and high-powered flood
lights.

It should also be noted that the results of this study were limited to the relatively cool and high turbidity
months of April through June, during a year classified as “wet” in the Sacramento River basin (CDWR
2023). Given this, the association between species assemblages and environmental variables including
temperature, turbidity, dissolved oxygen, and presence of SAV may change under drier conditions or
during the summer and fall months when water conditions are warmer and clearer, and when SAV
densities are highest. These seasonal differences in environmental conditions may also result in changes
in distribution of large and mobile species (e.g., Striped Bass) as well as changes in diel activity levels.
Any future IEP monitoring studies (utilizing gillnets or otherwise) that aim to describe species
assemblages should consider the seasonal effects of environmental variables and should iteratively
analyze assemblage representation to maximize survey efficiency.

Overall, we demonstrated the number of samples required to represent different percentages of the total
available large fish assemblage, the benefits and disadvantages of sampling with gillnets during night
hours, and the limitations of mark recapture in surveys not specifically targeting single species (at least
on the scale of several months). We also expanded SFE fish sampling to include the large fish
assemblages in many habitats not accessible to electrofishing gear, establishing another year of
assemblage information in the North Delta for comparison with past and future gillnet efforts. Based on
our findings, future sampling that is limited to day sampling with at least 62 and up to 138 samples per
region could describe 80–100% of the available fish assemblage which could be useful in answering key
management questions.
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