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The effect of environmental variables on the vertical structure of larval fish assemblages in a tropical coastal 

lagoon was analyzed. Ichthyoplankton samples were collected from the near-bottom and surface strata near the 

mouth of a subtropical lagoon during contrasting seasonal conditions of temperature, photoperiod, light 

intensity, and tidal heights. During summer, larval fish assemblages had high species richness (R) and were 

dominated by tropical species. During winter, assemblages had lower R values and were dominated by 

subtropical and temperate species. Vertical distribution patterns of the taxa were determined by the interaction 

of environmental variables and behavior of each species to maintain their position in a stratum in the water 

column, or to achieve vertical migrations induced by environmental stimuli that, in this case, were thermal 

gradient, column water stratification, and intensity of light. Depth position and vertical migration of fish 

larvae, coupled with the flood and ebb tide conditions, played an important role in their retention and 

displacement toward the lagoon. Fish larvae with distribution restricted to the inner part of the inlet, such as 

Achirus mazatlanus, Etropus sp., and several gobies, were more abundant in the near-bottom stratum during 

the ebb tide, allowing them to avoid exportation, whereas those that could spawn outside, but depended on the 

inlet as a nursery area, were more abundant near the surface during flood tide, such as Abudefduf troschelii and 

Stegastes rectifraenum
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