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Abstract: In the region of King William Island, Nunavut, in the Canadian high Arctic, populations of
salmonids including Arctic char (Salvelinus alpinus), cisco (Coregonus autumnalis and C. sardinella) as
well as lake whitefish (C. clupeaformis) are diadromous, overwintering in freshwater and transitioning
to saline waters following ice melt. Since these fish were sampled at the same time and from the
same traditional fishing sites, comparison of their skin structures, as revealed by 16S rRNA gene
sequencing, has allowed an assessment of influences on wild fish bacterial communities. Arctic char
skin microbiota underwent turnover in different seasonal habitats, but these striking differences
in dispersion and diversity metrics, as well as prominent taxa involving primarily Proteobacteria
and Firmicutes, were less apparent in the sympatric salmonids. Not only do these results refute
the hypothesis that skin communities, for the most part, reflect water microbiota, but they also
indicate that differential recruitment of bacteria is influenced by the host genome and physiology. In
comparison to the well-adapted Arctic char, lake whitefish at the northern edge of their range may
be particularly vulnerable, and we suggest the use of skin microbiomes as a supplemental tool to
monitor a sustainable Indigenous salmonid harvest during this period of change in the high Arctic.

Keywords: Arctic char; Salvelinus alpinus; Coregonus spp.; lake whitefish; cisco; microbiomes; Arctic;
Nunavut; diadromy

Key Contribution: Skin-associated microbial communities of high Arctic salmonids are not simply
dependent on water communities, reflecting host genome and physiology. Arctic char skin-associated
microbial communities undergo striking changes in response to changing seasonal habitat and
water salinity compared to lake whitefish, possibly suggesting lake whitefish maladaptation and
vulnerability.

1. Introduction

Arctic char (Salvelinus alpinus) have a circumpolar distribution and represent the north-
ernmost fish species on Earth [1]. At high latitudes, populations can be diadromous with
seasonal migration to escape sub-zero temperatures in the sea by overwintering in freshwa-
ter lakes and rivers, with a return to saline waters to feed in the spring. Another salmonid,
the closely related lake whitefish (Coregonus clupeaformis), is commonly found in freshwater
lakes and rivers all year. Nonetheless, members of the Coregonus species complex (CSC)
including lake whitefish and cisco (Arctic cisco, Coregonus autumnalis, and sardine cisco,
Coregonus sardinella), are sympatric with Arctic char in the high Arctic, on King William
Island and at adjacent mainland fishing sites in Nunavut, Canada. This region includes
the northern extent of the lake whitefish range [2]. Here, as well as in the James-Hudson
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Bay area and the Yukon River, CSC can also be diadromous [3–5]. Indeed, traditional
Indigenous knowledge shared by community members, or Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ),
teaches that CSC in this region follow the annual migration of Arctic char and can be fished
swimming upriver within days of the peak char autumn “run”. Such migration demands
that these fish species physiologically and behaviorally adjust to seasonal environmental
changes, but less known are any changes to their skin-associated microbiota. Here, we track
migration-associated changes to skin microbiota in these sympatric salmonids to determine
if these communities are influenced by environmental or host-specific factors.

Skin shares microbial species with the surrounding water. Indeed, most of the micro-
biota differences between distinct populations of Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) could be
attributed to their host waters [6–8]. As well, analyses of Atlantic salmon and Arctic char
populations revealed that variations in water salinity could impact skin structure [7,9–11].
However, other abiotic and biotic factors may also influence fish microbiomes [12–15].
Immune health could play a role, with mucosal-associated skin lymph tissue, a mucous
complex of immunoglobulins, antimicrobial peptides, mucins, and commensal bacteria,
being critical to innate immunity [16,17]. Indeed, teleosts appear to promote the association
of symbiotic bacteria, likely to help maintain skin immune function stability, with any dis-
ruption possibly resulting in dysbiosis, or the loss of beneficial microbes and an increased
pathogen abundance that could culminate in an inflammatory response [15,16,18–21]. It
is likely important that salmonids maintain immune function homeostasis and symbiotic
skin bacteria during changes due to seasonal migration, and we suggest that such turnover
could be orchestrated by the host.

Despite its importance to fish health, little is known about the drivers that influence
skin microbiomes. Experimental work presents conflicting results. For example, skin
microbiota in Atlantic salmon and catfish, Silurus glanis, were not prominently shaped by
the host [7,22]. However, species differences were reported to have the largest influence on
skin microbiota among three factors investigated in six different Gulf of Mexico teleosts [23].
Host influence on skin consortia was also shown in hybrids produced by crosses between
domestic and wild brook char, Salvelinus fontinalis, and indicated that certain bacterial
genera were influenced by three quantitative trait loci [24]. In non-human land mammals,
skin microbiota appears to be most influenced by the host species, with geographical
habitat being less influential [25]. The latter findings argue that the ecology of the bacterial
community is inexorably woven into the phylogenetic history of the host, a process dubbed
phylosymbiosis [25–27].

As noted, in the region of the Arctic under study, Arctic char and CSC are migratory
and are fished from the same traditional sites. Therefore, these salmonids present a unique
opportunity to compare skin microbial communities in wild sympatric species sampled
from freshwater and sea fishing sites. Such investigation should allow insight into abiotic
influences on the bacterial communities, provide a baseline for microbial populations
in the face of anthropogenic change, and also illuminate any even minor host-specific
genotype influences in salmonids that diverged ~50 million years ago [28]. Such monitoring
can positively contribute to fish population health surveillance and be useful for future
management of sustainable Arctic fishery ventures, in addition to informing local Inuit of
skin bacteria that could be of some concern when consuming raw fish.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area, Fish, and Water Sampling

Fishing sites in the Kitikmeot region of Nunavut (NU) were located within 400 km
of King William Island (KWI) and the community of Gjoa Haven, including the saline
water bodies of Rasmussen Basin and Chantrey Inlet. Freshwater sites included six lakes
and rivers, including a traditional stone weir river site (Figure 1). The subsistence fishing
locations were chosen based on IQ sharing by local Inuit elders in association with the
Hunters and Trappers Association of Gjoa Haven, NU. Licenses to fish for scientific pur-
poses were obtained in accordance with section 52 of the general fishery regulations of the
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Fisheries Act, Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO), and water was sampled
as permitted by the Nunavut Impact Review Board. Animal care permits were issued by
the Freshwater Institute Animal Care Committee of DFO (S-18/19-1045-NU and FWI-ACC
AUP-2018-63).
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Figure 1. Study area of the lower Northwest Passage located in the Kitikmeot region within the 
Canadian territory of Nunavut. Sampling sites are shown indicating where fished Arctic char (open 
circles), members of the Coregonus species complex (CSC; closed circles) or water (dark drop) was 
collected. Map produced using ArcGIS Online and Affinity Designer. 
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whitefish) and 2–27 years (cisco species) and log10 transformed to construct plots [11]. A 
standard incremental annual growth curve was constructed by line of best fit, and 
deviations from these standards were calculated as percent relative differences where the 
mean growth standard is determined as the value of FL·Age−1, predicted by the calculated 
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Kit (Machery-Nagel GmbH, Düren, Germany) with modifications including a final elution 
with double-distilled sterile water (ddH2O) as previously described [11]. DNA extracts 

Figure 1. Study area of the lower Northwest Passage located in the Kitikmeot region within the
Canadian territory of Nunavut. Sampling sites are shown indicating where fished Arctic char (open
circles), members of the Coregonus species complex (CSC; closed circles) or water (dark drop) was
collected. Map produced using ArcGIS Online and Affinity Designer.

Fish samples were aseptically collected from net and traditionally spear-harvested
Arctic char and CSC. The majority of fish were humanely euthanized according to standard
procedures with a blow to the head, while traditionally spear-harvested fish were killed
according to traditional Inuit fishing practices. Each sampled fish was assigned a unique
barcode [29]. Skin mucous samples were taken along the left lateral line of each fish using
a sterile scalpel or cotton-tipped swab, stored in sterile barcode-labeled 5 mL tubes, frozen,
packed into coolers with frozen freezer packs and shipped by plane [11]. Because of the
distance to the laboratory, shipping coolers were kept in walk-in freezers during overnight
layovers, and the skin samples were subsequently stored in −20 ◦C freezers. Once the
aseptic skin samples were obtained at the fishing sites, the fish were weighed, measured
for fork length (mm), and dissected to obtain otoliths, which were subsequently dried and
used for age analysis as previously described [30,31].

Water samples were taken from as many fishing sites as was logistically possible
(Figure 1), with up to 2 L of water filtered through sterile 0.22 µm filters (Pall) in triplicate.
The filters were then frozen and transported in insulated containers at −20 ◦C, then stored
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at −80 ◦C. Additional water samples were collected in 50 mL plastic tubes, shipped with
the skin samples but stored at −80 ◦C upon arrival at the laboratory. The water samples
were thawed and assessed for specific conductivity using a conductivity meter (Traceable
Fisherbrand, Fisher Scientific, Hampton, NH, USA).

2.2. Fish Condition and Growth Curve Calculations

Fulton’s condition factor was calculated according to Barnham and Baxter as:

K =
105 × W

L3 (1)

where mass (or weight, W) was measured in g and length (L) in mm [32]. Otolith age data
were extrapolated for 12 Arctic char, four lake whitefish, and two ciscos, using a size-at-age
key [33]. Growth curves were calculated as previously described by dividing the mean fork-
length (FL), measured in mm, by age for fish aged 3–28 (Arctic char), 4–43 (lake whitefish)
and 2–27 years (cisco species) and log10 transformed to construct plots [11]. A standard
incremental annual growth curve was constructed by line of best fit, and deviations from
these standards were calculated as percent relative differences where the mean growth
standard is determined as the value of FL·Age−1, predicted by the calculated mean annual
incremental growth curve at the specified age of the fish as previously described [11].

2.3. DNA Extractions and Sequencing

DNA was extracted from skin mucosal samples using the NucleoSpin Soil Extraction
Kit (Machery-Nagel GmbH, Düren, Germany) with modifications including a final elution
with double-distilled sterile water (ddH2O) as previously described [11]. DNA extracts
were diluted to ~50 ng µL−1, and polymerase chain reaction (PCR) amplification was
performed using primers 8F and 1406R to generate the V1–V9 region of the bacterial 16S
ribosomal RNA (rRNA) gene and then subsequently re-amplified using the V4–V5 region
using primers 515F-Y and 926R [34,35]. Skin-derived Illumina libraries were sequenced
on a MiSeq instrument (Illumina Inc., San Diego, CA, USA). For water samples, the 16S
rRNA gene V4–V5 region was amplified from each water sample as previously described
and sequenced using a MiSeq instrument [36,37].

A total of 682 skin and 50 water samples, in addition to controls, were analyzed using
Quantitative Insights Into Microbial Ecology 2 (QIIME2) (version 2020.6) managed by
automated exploration of microbial diversity (AXIOME3) [38,39]. DADA2 (version 2020.6)
was used to remove primer sequences and chimeras, dereplicate, and denoise reads [40].
Taxonomy was assigned to amplicon sequence variants (ASVs) using a naive Bayesian
classifier pre-trained with the SILVA database (release 138) [41]. The prevalence method
in Decontam was used to identify contaminants using a threshold of 0.5 as described
previously [42,43]. Beta diversity was assessed using PCoA ordination with a Bray–Curtis
dissimilarity matrix, and alpha diversity using Chao1 and Shannon index metrics. Diversity
analysis was conducted using phyloseq (version 1.40.0) in Rstudio (version 2022.2.03) run-
ning R (version 4.2.0) [44]. Skin and water sequences obtained have been made available in
the European Bioinformatics Institute (EBI) database under accession number PRJEB48811.

2.4. Statistical Analyses, Data Availability, and Efforts to Reduce Environmental Impact

Beta diversity between groups was tested through both PERMDISP and PERMANOVA
using the adonis2 functions in the vegan R package (version 2.6.2) and the pairwise Adonis
function from the corresponding package (version 0.4) using 10,000 permutations [45–48].
As noted, alpha diversity was determined using the Chao1 and Shannon index as a measure
of taxonomic abundance and diversity, respectively. One-way ANOVAs with post-hoc
Tukey’s honest significant difference tests were performed to determine significant dif-
ferences in means between factor groups with a 95% confidence threshold. Compact
letter displays representing statistically significant groupings were generated using the
R package multcompView (version 0.1.8). Bubble plots for taxonomic visualization were
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generated using ggplot2 (version 3.3.6) [49]. Similarity percentages (SIMPER) analyses were
conducted using Bray–Curtis dissimilarity matrices in PAST (Paleontological Statistics)
(version 4.08) [50]. Core microbiomes were determined using the microbiome package in R
(version 1.18.0) with phyloseq and thresholds of 0.001 and prevalence of 50% [51].

Fish samples and otoliths have been archived for future access, and fish sample
metadata is available in the Polar Data Catalogue (PDC) as open access (PDC#312992; NA
profile of IOS 19115:2003, uploaded 5 February 2020, doi: 10.21963/12992). Measures were
taken by the authors to reduce the environmental impact of research activities as well as to
include Indigenous community members. These efforts included the hiring of local Inuit
fishers, employing community youth to prepare samples, and making the fish available
to the local “food bank” and other community programs. Furthermore, the coordination
of multiple investigations encouraged southern visitors to volunteer for social science
projects and enabled the bulk purchase of reagents to share among other research groups.
Additionally, supplies and samples were shipped as personal baggage to reduce packaging
and costs.

3. Results
3.1. Condition Factors and Annual Incremental Growth

The use of extrapolated age data for ~2.5% of the salmonids allowed the calculation of
the mean annual incremental growth for 377 Arctic char, 188 lake whitefish, and 136 cisco,
for which measurements were available. Annual incremental growth of individual fish was
plotted against the standard curves (Figure S1), which allowed the calculation of relative
differences from the standard growth curves and showed an average percent deviation of
3.7% (standard deviation, SD = 19) for Arctic char, 0.8% (SD = 10.5) for lake whitefish and
2.4% (SD = 15.5) for the two cisco species. There were no statistical differences in deviations
for any of the salmonid groupings from different freshwater sites, indicating that there was
no phenotype divergence that might suggest resource polymorphism within the taxa.

Arctic char condition factor (K) was significantly higher at the grouped saline fishing
sites compared to all freshwater habitats (p < 0.001; one-way ANOVA; Figure S2). As previ-
ously reported, there was no significant difference in the condition factor for cisco between
different seasonal habitats, and in lake whitefish the condition factor was significantly
higher when caught in freshwater than in saline environments (p < 0.001, one-way ANOVA;
Figure S2; [43]).

3.2. Arctic Char Skin Microbiome

A total of 441 Arctic char skin samples from fresh (n = 317) and saline (n = 124) waters
were analyzed, including those obtained representing the change in seasonal habitats:
autumn saline water (n = 124), autumn freshwater (n = 106), winter freshwater (n = 63), and
spring freshwater (n = 148) (Figure 1). Across all seasonal habitats, Arctic char skin micro-
biomes were dominated by Proteobacteria, Cyanobacteria, Firmicutes, and Actinobacteriota
(Figure S3).

Freshwater Arctic char skin samples had significantly higher (p < 0.001, one-way
ANOVA) Shannon diversity than samples from saline waters (Figure 2A), with species rich-
ness likewise significantly higher (p < 0.001, one-way ANOVA) in freshwater-caught samples
(Figure 2B). When considering seasonal habitats along with water conditions, autumn
freshwater-caught Arctic char had significantly greater (p < 0.05, one-way ANOVA) Shannon
diversity (Figure 2C) and species richness (Figure 2D) than all other seasonal habitats.

Bray–Curtis dissimilarity plots of Arctic char skin highlight the differences between
fresh and saline waters, as well as autumn saline and other seasonal habitats (Figure 3)
with significance verified using both PERMDISP (p < 0.001) and PERMANOVA (p < 0.001).
Indeed, accounting for seasonality, autumn freshwater communities were significantly
different from all others using both PERMDISP (p < 0.05) and PERMANOVA (p = 0.001).
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Figure 2. Alpha diversity metrics of Chao1 and Shannon entropy assessments of Arctic char skin
community richness and diversity, respectively. Plots show differences between samples obtained
from saline water (S; n = 124) and freshwater (F; n = 317) (A,B) and different seasonal habitats
(C,D) including samples obtained from autumn saline water (AS; n = 124), autumn fresh water (AF;
n = 106), winter fresh water (WF; n = 63), and spring fresh water (SF; n = 148). Different lower-
case letters within the graphs display significantly different (p < 0.001) groupings as determined by
one-way ANOVA.
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Figure 3. Principal coordinate analysis (PCoA) plots displaying dissimilarities in Arctic char skin
samples using Bray–Curtis or beta diversity calculations. PCoA plots with (A) saline and freshwater
environments and (B) seasonal habitats of autumn saline water (AS), autumn fresh water (AF), winter
fresh water (WF), spring fresh water (SF). Number of fish samples per group (n) are indicated below
the graphs.

Similarity percentages (SIMPER) analyses were performed to determine which ASVs
were key to the differences between the saline and freshwater and seasonal habitat com-
munities (Table S1). Proteobacteria, Cyanobacteria, and Firmicutes were the primary
contributors to the distinctiveness of saline and freshwater communities. Photobacterium
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(Proteobacteria) and Tychonema (Cyanobacteria) consistently contributed the most to micro-
biota dissimilarity, at 9.7% and 5% between saline and freshwater and between autumn
saline and autumn fresh conditions, respectively. In contrast, the same genera had a much
lower average relative abundance in freshwater, consisting of 0.05% and 0.04%, 0.008%
and 0%, 0%, and 0.0003% in autumn fresh, winter fresh, and spring freshwater habitats,
respectively (Table S1). More diverse taxa were responsible for dissimilarity between the
different freshwater seasonal habitats, including Firmicutes, Proteobacteria, Cyanobacteria,
Planctomycetota, Verrucomicrobiota, and Actinobacteriota. When comparing autumn to
winter freshwater, Staphylococcus (Firmicutes) contributed the most to dissimilarity, at 3.7%,
with Escherichia-Shigella (Proteobacteria) second, at 3.4%. Staphylococcus, at 3.8%, was again
the greatest contributor to dissimilarity in the transition from winter to spring freshwater,
and Escherichia-Shigella, at 3.5% dissimilarity, was noted when the autumn and spring
freshwaters were compared.

ASVs present in ≥50% of skin samples and >0.1% relative abundance are defined as
representing core taxa, but when considering every seasonal habitat, this criterion was
not satisfied for a single ASV. However, when only skin samples from saline fishing sites
were considered, there were six core taxa identified (Table S2). Four belong to Cyanobac-
teria (Rivularia, Phormidesmis, Synechococcus sp., Tychonema, and Cyanobium) and two to
Gammaproteobacteria (Psychrobacter and Photobacterium). No core bacteria were noted from
all freshwater-caught char, but if these were classified as to seasonal habitat, eight taxa
were identified from autumn freshwater-caught fish, including two Gammaproteobacteria
(Polynucleobacter and Rhodoferax), two Verrucomicrobiae, (Chthoniobacter and Luteolibacter),
one Planctomycetota (a Gemmataceae), one Cyanobacterim (Cyanobium), and two Actino-
mycetota (a Sporichthyaceae and an Acidimicrobiia). With a prolonged stay in freshwater,
the core skin microbiomes of winter and spring-caught fish were reduced to single genera,
the kleptoplastic or photosynthetic-associated taxa Formanifera (Planoglabratella opercularis)
and Gammaproteobacteria (Rhodoferax), respectively.

3.3. Influence of Surrounding Water on Arctic Char Skin Communities

Water samples were dominated by Proteobacteria, Actinobacteriota, Bacteroidota, and
Cyanobacteria for both saline and freshwater sites (Figure S4), as previously reported from
coastal waters [52,53]. Alpha diversity metrics (Figure S5) and PCoA plots of the water
taxa from different seasonal habitats (Figure S6) showed no distinct groupings for saline
and fresh waters. Two of the prominent water phyla, the Proteobacteria and Cyanobacteria
(average relative abundances of 35% and 31% in fresh and saline, respectively, for Pro-
teobacteria and 12% and 15% in fresh and saline, respectively, for Cyanobacteria), were also
found on Arctic char skin (Figure S3). However, they had a different relative abundance on
the skin (46% and 43% in fresh and saline skin samples, respectively, for Proteobacteria and
32% and 13% in fresh and saline, respectively, for Cyanobacteria), suggesting colonization
bias. Notably, the relative abundance of Actinobacteriota decreased in spring freshwater
compared to other water samples, but there was no significant change in the Arctic char
skin community, reflecting that change in the fishing site waters. Likewise, the relative
abundance of skin-associated Cyanobacteria decreased in spring freshwater habitats, but
water microbiomes did not change with respect to this taxon. Bacteroidota also decreased
in relative abundance on char caught in autumn saline and winter freshwater habitats,
whereas water samples showed that phyla were reasonably consistent in these fished
waters. Overall, individual taxa from the water communities are undoubtedly recruited
from the water to Arctic char skin, but fish genomes and physiology appear to influence
the relative bacterial abundance.

3.4. CSC Skin Microbiomes, Fishing Sites, and Water Microbiota

Similar to Arctic char, ordination based on Bray–Curtis dissimilarity showed distinct
groupings between lake whitefish (n = 140) as well as cisco (n = 101) caught in fresh and
saline waters (Figure 4). As in Arctic char, CSC skin communities did not simply reflect the
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surrounding water microbiota (Figures 5 and S4). For example, CSC skin showed a lower
average relative abundance of Bacteroidota (3%) compared to water samples (29%) across
all seasonal habitats. Firmicutes was relatively abundant in CSC skin, whereas this phylum
represented less than 1% in water collected across all seasonal habitats. Cyanobacteria
made up a higher average relative abundance on CSC skin (27%) compared to water
samples (13%) with CSC skin having 46% relative abundance in the sea compared to 15%
in saline water alone. Therefore, after environmental exposure to bacterial communities,
there appears to be differential microbial recruitment on the CSC skin.
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number of caught fish are shown.

3.5. Impact of Fish Host on Skin Microbiomes

Across all seasonal habitats, skin from all three salmonids showed a large relative
abundance of Proteobacteria. However, in autumn saline waters, cisco and lake whitefish
skin microbiomes were dominated by Cyanobacteria, in contrast to a 50% lesser abundance
of that taxa in Arctic char (Figure 5). As the different salmonids swam up freshwater
rivers in the autumn, the skin communities became more similar, but diverged again
during the winter when cisco contained relatively more Verrucomicrobiota and Plancto-
mycetota, compared to Arctic char with average relative abundance of Planctomycetota
and Verrucomicrobiota at least doubling (6% to 12% and 3% to 8%, respectively). By the
time spring arrived, Arctic char skin microbiota showed the highest relative abundance of
Proteobacteria among all characterized skin-associated microbiomes.

When these high Arctic sympatric salmonids were compared, skin alpha diversity,
Chao1, in ocean-caught Arctic char was significantly (Chao1: p < 0.001, one-way ANOVA)
lower than in both cisco and lake whitefish (Figure 6A). Community diversity in these
chars were also lower than in freshwater samples (p < 0.001, one-way ANOVA). Likewise,
Arctic char skin community diversity was significantly lower (p < 0.001, one-way ANOVA)
than in lake whitefish and cisco under saline conditions and also significantly lower than in
lake whitefish in freshwater samples. Overall, skin communities from Arctic char showed
significantly decreased (p < 0.001, one-way ANOVA) community abundance and diversity
in autumn saline and winter fresh habitats. Notably, taxa changes along migratory routes,
as seen by the shifts between seasonal habitats, were more pronounced in Arctic char
compared to cisco and lake whitefish.
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Figure 6. Alpha diversity metrics, Chao1 and Shannon diversity, measuring skin microbial commu-
nity abundance and diversity, respectively, of Arctic char (AC) and Coregonus species complex cisco
(C) as well as lake whitefish (LW) in (A) saline and freshwater and (B) in different seasonal habitats
(abbreviated as described in Figure 3 and situated above each graph). Lower case letters within each
individual graph display significantly different (p < 0.001) groupings as determined by one-way
ANOVA. It should be noted that data from lake whitefish and cisco (Hamilton et al., 2023 [43]) are
presented here for comparison with the Arctic char calculated diversity.

Bray–Curtis dissimilarity matrices comparing Arctic char and CSC skin communities in
fish caught in waters of different salinities and seasonal habitat showed significant centroid
differences (p < 0.001, PERMDISP and p < 0.005, PERMANOVA; Figure 4). Considering only
seasonal habitat, Arctic char was consistently significantly different in diversity metrics
than either cisco or lake whitefish. For example, in autumn saline and freshwater habitats
as well as in winter freshwater habitats, Arctic char were significantly different (PERMDISP;
p < 0.001, p < 0.05 and p < 0.005, respectively, and PERMANOVA; p < 0.005, p < 0.01, and
p < 0.005, respectively).
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4. Discussion
4.1. Skin Microbiota in Related Migrating Salmonids

Salmonoid skin epithelia are protected by a layer of mucus, which presumably acts to
defend against pathogens, osmotic and mechanical stress, environmental perturbations as
well as to conserve energy by reducing drag [12,54]. These secreted glycosylated mucins
presumably foster colonization, particularly by biofilm-formers that are recruited from
the surrounding waters, with fish benefits including protection against freeze-thaw, the
sequestering of metals in oligotrophic environments and the production of antimicrobial
metabolites to reduce pathogen colonization [7,55–59]. Although there are some differences
in pathogen adhesion to different mucins [54], we are unaware of any differences in mucin
chemistry in closely related salmonids. Thus, we hypothesized that related and sympatric
Arctic char and CSC, fished from the same waters, would have the same or very similar
communities. Indeed, the surrounding water microbiota has been argued to have the
biggest influence on the teleost microbiome [7,58,60–63]. However, our hypothesis was not
correct; even though water microbiota appeared to be relatively similar and overlapping,
independent of salinity and seasonal change, the skin microbiota of the different salmonids
changed (Figures S3 and S4). Only a portion of the water taxa were recovered on the skin,
and depending on the seasonal habitat, there were some distinct fish skin communities
(Figure 5). This strongly argues that wild salmonid hosts exert an important role on skin
microbiome establishment.

As indicated, water samples had generally similar microbiota, but there was a de-
crease in Shannon diversity and species richness in winter- and spring-collected waters.
Significantly, despite a similar diversity in autumn-sampled waters, independent of salinity,
diversity of Arctic char skin communities in different autumn environmental habitats was
not the same. For example, six taxa were classified as core community members in ocean-
caught char, but none of these could be consistently identified at freshwater sites. Arctic
char skin diversity increased after entry to freshwater, both as assessed by Shannon metrics,
species richness and by PCoA plots, and this shift was also apparent when comparing the
two autumn seasonal habitats (Figures 2–4). In comparison, few core taxa were identified
in CSC samples. In addition, there were no significant differences in the diversity of lake
whitefish skin communities obtained from ocean and freshwater fishing sites (Figure 4; [43]).
Indeed, our initial expectation that core microbiota would be shared among the different
salmonids and between environments was not corroborated; distinct differences between
Arctic char and CSC, cisco and most notably, lake whitefish, were observed.

Both Arctic char and cisco skin communities were relatively abundant in ASVs rep-
resenting Actinobacteria, which are likely psychrophilic and commensal, with previous
reports in rainbow trout gut microbiota [64–66]. Core taxa in ocean Arctic char skin com-
munities also included Proteobacteria, represented by the low-temperature-tolerant Psy-
chrobacter and Photobacterium. Both of these are known to form biofilms, and Photobacterium
was one of the drivers of overall seasonal dissimilarity, with an average relative abundance
~400–1500-fold greater in ocean-caught fish than in freshwater samples. All three groups
of ocean-caught salmonids were colonized by Cyanobacteria, which is not surprising con-
sidering that these primary producers, many of which are tolerant to low temperatures,
synthesize bio-reactive compounds and can form multi-taxa biofilms [57,59,67,68]. Together,
this phylum made up ~32% and ~25% of the ASVs in Arctic char and CSC, respectively.
Nevertheless, of the five cyanobacteria found as part of the core in Arctic char sampled
from saline fishing sites, only one, Cyanobium, was regularly found in cisco. Lake whitefish
carried both Cyanobium and Planktothrix, with the latter genus not a core taxon in autumn
saline-caught Arctic char or cisco. This may be cause for some concern, since some of these
species produce microcystins that are associated with whitefish toxicity [43,69].

According to IQ, lake whitefish and cisco follow Arctic char upriver and indeed, nets
and spears pulled from these waters frequently contained char and CSC. This autumn
migration was associated with a partial turnover of skin taxa in these salmonids. As noted,
diversity and species richness increased in Arctic char during this run but not in CSC. In
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Arctic char, Cyanobium was retained during the swim upriver, but turnover resulted in
replacement by autumn freshwater taxa, including Luteolibacter and planktonic Polynucle-
obacter and Rhodoferax that all associate with biofilms [70–73]. A few taxa overlapped in the
sympatric salmonids, and although not consistent enough to be part of a core, Luteolibacter
and Chthoniobacter, the latter a genus previously reported in ice-covered lakes, were the
most frequent ASVs in communities from autumn freshwater-caught lake whitefish and in
cisco, a ASV corresponding to Candidatus Bacilloplasma, which was previously identified as
part of the Atlantic salmon microbiome, predominated [74,75]. Fewer fish were obtained
in the winter and spring from lines set under the ice, but in overwintering Arctic char
there was a loss of Shannon diversity and species richness associated with these seasonal
habitats, which in this case, was also seen in the water communities. The number of
relatively consistent distinct core skin bacteria declined so much that the Arctic char skin
was represented by a single genus in each of these under ice habitats.

4.2. Adaptation to Environmental Conditions, a Changing Climate, and Fisheries Management

The three salmonids shared a common ancestor ~50 million years ago in the ice-free
Eocene Arctic Ocean. Arctic char retained their circumpolar distribution after the last
glaciation, but ancestral CSC colonized North American lakes and are currently extending
their northern range [1,2,28,76]. Thus, Arctic char should be well adapted to high Arctic
conditions, and cisco may also be so, since they frequently seasonally migrate throughout
their range. In contrast, diadromy is not frequent in lake whitefish worldwide. However,
at their northern limits, this behaviour may be mandated by the low resources in high
Arctic lakes [1,3,77–79]. Migration to and from oligotrophic lakes and the sea requires
that their skin, a major component of their immune system [80,81], is safeguarded with
commensal bacteria that form biofilms. Certain microbes from the water column appear
to join as a core part of the consortium depending on water salinity, with the salmonid
skin facilitating the proliferation of specific microbiota from the water column as shown
here and supported by previous findings [24]. As Arctic char swim upriver in the autumn
there is a transient increase in microbiota diversity, which is associated with a turnover
of members of the skin community, presumably increasing fitness by recruiting beneficial
taxa from the water. For example, Photobacterium represented more than 19% of the taxa in
Arctic char caught in saline waters, and since species within this bacterial genus produce
antibacterial compounds, these could inhibit the growth of competing bacteria [82]. Wild
Arctic char appear to have developed a symbiotic relationship with this taxon, as suggested
by its prevalence in both skin- and intestine-associated microbiomes in the autumn saline
seasonal habitat (Figure S1; [83]). Cyanobium sp. with antibacterial and antiviral properties
likely also contributes to this role, and in this case is part of the autumn saline core bacteria
in all three salmonids.

As indicated, diadromous Arctic char are well adapted to their environment. These
salmonids showed a higher condition (K) at the start of their autumn migration before
swimming upriver, while cisco showed no condition differences between these seasonal
habitats. In contrast, lake whitefish may not be as well adapted, since they had a sig-
nificantly lower average condition upon their return from summer feeding compared to
migrating freshwater-caught fish. Certain lake whitefish year classes were absent in the
otolith data set, suggesting that there may have been lower recruitment in certain year
classes, and in contrast to an increase in diversity that accompanied the autumn habitat
transition seen in Arctic char, mean community richness did not increase in lake whitefish.
It has been suggested that a shift in microbiota can assist fish to cope with hypotonic
stress [84], and thus this difference may also reflect the fitness cost to lake whitefish at the
edge of their range. In addition, the presence of possibly microcystin-producing Plank-
tothrix as a core taxon only in lake whitefish may be cause for concern. Taken together, it
is migratory lake whitefish, and not Arctic char or cisco, which may be less able to cope
with climate change. We therefore recommend that these populations be targeted for future
monitoring using this baseline data.
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Diadromous Arctic char present with cisco and lake whitefish at traditional fishing
sites have been harvested by Indigenous peoples throughout their oral history and, we
hope, well into the future. As noted, the additional stress associated with climate change
may be particularly challenging for migratory lake whitefish with biotic and abiotic stresses
telegraphed to the skin consortium, offering a new tool to monitor the health of fish
populations, in addition to enumeration and condition calculations. It is not known if any
members of the skin consortium pose a risk to humans, but since Inuit frequently consume
raw fish, knowledge of the timing of pathogen risk could help inform fishers to mitigate
potential human health risks. For example, since skin microbiomes may be more stable
in the autumn saline environment and therefore less susceptible to disease, community
members might consider choosing to fish the autumn “runs” closer to the river outflow
rather than upriver, where the microbiota is more likely to be in a transition state. To
recapitulate, we have shown that distinct differences between sympatric salmonid skin-
associated communities reflect salmonid genomic differences that help drive differential
colonization. Such analysis, it is hoped, will contribute to future sustainable management
of Arctic fisheries, particularly under increasing intergovernmental claims and commercial
interests in the region, whilst maintaining Indigenous fishing rights and the interests and
health of local communities.
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www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/fishes8040214/s1, All supplemental information including Table S1:
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Figure S3: all skin microbiota phyla; Figure S4: all water microbiota phyla; Figure S5: alpha diversity
of water microbiomes; Figure S6: beta diversity of water microbiomes.
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