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Abstract: Understanding recruitment of glass eels in estuaries is crucial for the conservation of the
European eel (Anguilla anguilla). However, basic knowledge on estuarine-specific glass eel migration,
including in estuarine harbours, is mostly lacking. Therefore, we studied glass eel migration in
the Dutch–German Ems estuary and the harbour at Delfzijl (The Netherlands) and tagged glass
eels with Visual Implant Elastomer tags (VIE tags). We released 2000 tagged glass eels into the
Ems estuary itself and 1000 tagged glass eels into the tidal harbour at Delfzijl. At three estuarine
locations, i.e., Delfzijl–Duurswold, Termunterzijl, and Nieuwe Statenzijl, glass eel collectors were
strategically placed, each location being progressively situated further upstream in the Ems estuary.
Most glass eels (nuntagged = 97,089, ntagged = 74) were caught at Nieuwe Statenzijl, although this
location is much further upstream. Lower numbers of glass eels (nuntagged = 1856, n tagged = 31) were
caught at Delfzijl–Duurswold and Termunterzijl (nuntagged = 1192, ntagged = 7). Glass eels arrived
approximately a week earlier at Nieuwe Statenzijl than at the other two locations, and the migration
speed of tagged glass eels was highest at Nieuwe Statenzijl (>2 km/day) and lower (<1 km/day) at
Delfzijl–Duurswold. Our study highlights that migration and the resulting potential recruitment of
glass eels in estuaries and harbours may vary considerably both spatially and temporally. Further
research on estuarine-specific factors that influence glass eel migration, such as the (anthropogenically
altered) tidal action and flow, will provide valuable information on what influences glass eel migration
in estuaries.

Keywords: Anguilla anguilla; glass eels; VIE tag; spatial and temporal distribution; tidal migration;
estuary; harbour

Key Contribution: Specific characteristics of estuaries may guide glass eel migration towards fresh-
water entry points. The resulting spatially and temporally variable migration of glass eels can have
catchment-wide implications on recruitment. The assessment of factors influencing glass eel mi-
gration in estuaries, including anthropogenic impacts, is instrumental for effective prioritization of
mitigating measures such as fish passes.

1. Introduction

Estuaries around the world are affected by a myriad of anthropogenic impacts [1].
In the Wadden Sea, located in the south-eastern part of the North Sea, this has led to
reduced numbers and even the extinction of estuarine and diadromous species [2]. The
once common European eel (Anguilla anguilla) now has an endangered status [3,4]. The
eel is a catadromous species and depends on the inland migration of juveniles (glass eels).
Estuarine migration is an important bottleneck for glass eel recruitment [5] and thus there is
an urgent need to understand the mechanisms driving glass eel migration in estuaries and

Fishes 2023, 8, 392. https://doi.org/10.3390/fishes8080392 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/fishes

https://doi.org/10.3390/fishes8080392
https://doi.org/10.3390/fishes8080392
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/fishes
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8055-629X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1130-749X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4100-1152
https://doi.org/10.3390/fishes8080392
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/fishes
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/fishes8080392?type=check_update&version=1


Fishes 2023, 8, 392 2 of 13

the resulting glass eel recruitment in tributaries [6]. Additionally, the recruitment indices of
glass eels are of major importance in stock assessment [7].

Drouineau et al. [7] modelled glass eel recruitment and assumed that recruitment is
a function of the surface area, also raising the question of how glass eels are distributed
in estuaries. Some authors report that currents from freshwater entry points and tides
are both important directional orientation cues in estuaries [8]. However, Able et al. [9]
ascribes the variability in catches of American glass eel (A. rostrata) at several tributaries to
the difference in the volume of water flowing through both inlets of Barnegat Bay estuary.
Glass eel recruitment at freshwater entry points in an estuary could therefore simply be a
function of distance, i.e., tributaries furthest from the entrance of the estuary receive fewer
glass eels.

Glass eels are poor swimmers and the utilisation of tidal flows is recognized as an
important factor guiding glass eel migration [10,11]. Glass eels move up in the water
column during flood tides [8] but the precise timing is unknown. Other fish species, such
as flounder larvae (Platichthys flesus), are present in higher densities just after slack tides
and before the middle of flood tides [12], indicating partial use of a single flood tide, and
this behaviour may apply to glass eels as well. The available flood tidal flow may therefore
function as a conveyer belt for upstream migrating glass eels [6]. In utilising these tidal
currents, glass eels are aided by rheotactic orientation and magnetic imprinting to ascertain
an upstream direction of migration [13]. Beaulaton et al. [14] demonstrated that glass eels
may partially use available flood tides to migrate upstream in the Gironde estuary. The
partial use of available tidal flows by glass eels could lead to faster or slower progression
depending on estuary-specific tidal flow characteristics. The tidal flow, tidal amplitude, and
duration of the different stages of the tide in an estuary are determined by estuary-specific
characteristics, such as size, shape, and depth. Indeed, even seemingly similar estuaries
like the Elbe, Weser and Jade, and Ems highly differ with regard to flood tide, salinity, and
sea level [15].

Like many estuaries around the world, the Ems estuary is regularly dredged. As a
result, maximal flood tidal flow velocities in the Ems are now reached just 1 h after slack
tides [16], and may exceed 2 m/s [17]. Anthropogenically altered tidal flows may affect
glass eel migration (and tidal migrants in general) in estuaries, as they use tidal transport
to move upstream in the estuary. Estuarine-specific (high) tidal flows may inhibit the
migration of glass eels (or other tidal migrants) towards freshwater entry points that are
located perpendicular to the main tidal flow and thus may favour glass eel migration
towards more upstream locations. We therefore expected higher glass eel numbers at
the end of the estuary. Activities within tidal harbours, such as dredging, may further
exacerbate migratory problems for glass eels. Increased silt loads due to dredging could
be one of the contributing factors in the mortality of glass eels [18] or provoke avoidance
behaviour. However, Pavlov et al. [19] did not find any avoidance reaction to high turbidity
in elvers of two eel species.

To understand the distribution and recruitment of glass eels in the Dutch Ems estuary,
we performed a mark–recapture experiment in which we tagged glass eels with Visible
Implant Elastomer tags (from here on VIE tags). We aimed to determine migration patterns
and the timing of the arrival of glass eels at three freshwater entry points in the Dutch
Ems estuary: Delfzijl, Termunterzijl, and Nieuwe Statenzijl. The industrial harbour of
Delfzijl and recreational harbour of Termunterzijl are situated perpendicular to the main
tidal flow and Nieuwe Statenzijl is located at the end of the Ems estuary. We also released
VIE-marked glass eels within the Delfzijl harbour channel to determine the migration speed
and arrival of glass eels in Delfzijl harbour.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The Dutch–German Ems estuary (Figure 1a) is used for industrial activities and
includes the port of Delfzijl. Dredging and construction measures in harbours greatly
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altered the physical processes in the Ems river, including an increased tidal range [20]. The
tidal amplitude in the Ems estuary is ca. 3 m [21]. The Ems–Dollard is part of the Ems
estuary and is designated under the Habitats Directive [22] and is separated from the tidal
Ems river by the Geisseleit dam (Figure 1b). There are four freshwater entry points in
the industrial harbour of Delfzijl; in this study we focussed on one, the pumping station
and sluice complex Delfzijl–Duurswold. The tidal amplitude in the harbour of Delfzijl
is also ca. 3 m [23]. Termunterzijl is a small recreational harbour and is situated a few
kilometres south of the harbour of Delfzijl (Figure 1b). The opening of both harbours is
situated perpendicular to the main tidal flow in the Ems estuary (Figure 1b). The discharge
sluice of Nieuwe Statenzijl is located at the end of the Ems–Dollard basin (Figure 1a).
The catchments sizes of the freshwater entry points are Nieuwe Statenzijl (89,000 ha),
Termunterzijl (18,808 ha), and Delfzijl–Duurswold (21,524 ha). Glass eel fisheries are not
allowed in the Ems estuary.
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Figure 1. (a) Map of the Ems estuary, including tidal gullies, depth (m), and sampling locations.
The sampling locations at Termunterzijl (1) and Delfzijl–Duurswold (2) are indicated with numbers.
Inlay represents the Netherlands and the general location of the Ems estuary. (b) Detailed map of the
harbours of Delfzijl and Termunterzijl. Glass eel release sites “Delfzijl estuary” and “Delfzijl harbour
channel” are indicated.

2.2. Mark–Recapture of Glass Eels

To assess migration of glass eels towards the freshwater entry points at Delfzijl–
Duurswold, Termunterzijl, and Nieuwe Statenzijl (Figure 1a,b), we designed a mark–
recapture experiment using VIE tags. VIE tags have been used to mark small fish [24,25].
VIE tags do not affect glass eel survival [26], supporting their suitability for mark–recapture
experiments on glass eels in estuaries.

We VIE-tagged a total of 3000 glass eels. Tagged glass eels were caught (between 22nd
and 25 April 2022) at the fish pass adjacent to the pumping station of Roptazijl. Roptazijl
is located ~100 km west of the Ems estuary (Friesland, The Netherlands). Glass eels were
caught on the sea side using a lift net (1 m2, mesh size 1 mm) that was lowered in front of
the inlet of the fish passage and lifted every 10 min for a 6 h period from low to high tide.
Caught glass eels were temporally held inside the pumping station in large tubs (65 L) with
aerated salt water which was temperature controlled at 5–8 ◦C for a maximum of 3 days.
The glass eels were then transported to the research laboratory at the Van Hall Larenstein
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Applied Sciences University, Leeuwarden. On the 25 April 2022, all 3000 glass eels were
tagged (Figure 2).
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VIE tags were inserted on the dorsal side of the glass eel at approximately half of the
body length (Figure 2), using a syringe with 0.3 mm needle. Glass eels were anaesthetised
using 0.4 mL/L 2-phenoxyethanol and individually tagged with a red or blue VIE tag.
After marking, the sedated glass eels were placed in a recovery tub and, after recovery, in
large, aerated holding tanks with salt water and a water temperature of 5–8 ◦C.

On 26 April, the glass eels were transported in aerated tanks with salt water and
released at two release sites. To study glass eel migration in the Ems estuary, we released
2000 red-VIE-tagged eels at “Delfzijl estuary” (53.321◦ N, 6.996◦ E) (Figure 1b). To study
glass eel migration in industrial harbours, we released a batch of 1000 blue-VIE-tagged
eels at “Delfzijl harbour channel” (53.315◦ N, 6.994◦ E) (Figure 1b) on the inside of the
harbour of Delfzijl. The number of VIE-tagged glass eels in the harbour was smaller, as
the distance between the release site and the sampling site is smaller (ca. 5 km), and hence
the probability of recapture is higher. The two release sites are henceforth named ‘Delfzijl
estuary’ and ‘Delfzijl harbour channel’. Glass eels prefer the edges of estuaries [27,28] and
were therefore released in the nearshore zone in ca. 0.5 m deep water. In addition, glass
eels were released just after low tide and 4 days before spring tide, adhering to natural
migration processes [29].

To study recruitment of glass eels and recapture VIE-tagged glass eels, we used
eel collectors adapted from an earlier design of Bult et al. [30]. We placed collectors at
two locations situated perpendicular to main tidal flow: Delfzijl–Duurswold and Ter-
munterzijl. We placed a glass eel collector in front of the pumping station–sluice complex
at Delfzijl–Duurswold, which is located in the industrial harbour of Delfzijl. For practical
reasons, it was not possible to place Delfzijl–Duurswold collectors at the other freshwater
entry points in the harbour of Delfzijl. We also placed a glass eel collector in the small
recreational harbour of Termunterzijl. The glass eel collector was placed adjacent to the
pumping station near the opening of the harbour. To determine glass eel migration at
the end of the estuary, a collector was placed at the discharge sluice at Nieuwe Statenzijl
(Figure 1b).

The eel collector consisted of a 0.6 m × 0.6 m × 0.6 m holding tank in a floating
container. A funnel with a 1 × 1 mm mesh size allowed glass eels to enter the collector. The
opening (0.1 m diameter) of the collector was ~0.2 m below the surface of the water and
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freshwater was pumped from the polder side over the dike into the collector, creating a flow
of freshwater on the estuary side of ~4 L/s. For practical reasons and because glass eels
prefer the sides of water courses [28], the collectors were placed near walls in the vicinity
of the discharge points. We used UV light torches to ensure detection of VIE-tagged glass
eels [31].

2.3. Data Collection

The collectors were emptied daily at high tide for a total of 25 days between 26 April
and 20 May 2022. We recorded daily catches of untagged and VIE-tagged glass eels at
Delfzijl–Duurswold, Termunterzijl, and Nieuwe Statenzijl. We also collected data on envi-
ronmental variables during our data collection period. The average daily water temperature
(in ◦C) was calculated for all three recapture locations using data from the closest measure-
ment buoy in the estuary, ‘Randzelgat Noord boei’ (waterinfo.rws.nl). The tidal difference
was defined as the difference between the daily maximum and minimum of the tide per
location as a measure for tidal flow, i.e., the higher the difference, the higher the tidal flow
will be. Water level (ca. 15 min) and daily discharge (m3/day) data of all discharge points
were obtained from the Waterschap Hunze en Aa’s. The moon phase was included as the
daily percentage of moon fullness, in which 0% is a new moon and 100% is a full moon,
and was calculated from r-package lunar v0.2-1 [32].

2.4. Data Analysis
2.4.1. Analyses of Total Glass Eels Caught

We used a negative binomial generalized additive model (NB GAM) with a log-
link function in R (mgcv version 1.8-35) to test the daily total catches of glass eels at
Delfzijl–Duurswold and Nieuwe Statenzijl as a function of the fixed covariates: catch lo-
cation, daily tidal difference, maximal daily difference between maximum and minimum
sea water level (m), day of the year, mean daily water surface temperature (◦C), discharge
(m3/day), and moon phase (%). An NB GAM was chosen because of the nonlinear rela-
tionship between day of the year and daily catches at Delfzijl–Duurswold and Nieuwe
Statenzijl [33]. The log link function in the model ensures positive fitted values. A negative
binomial distribution is typically used for over-dispersed count data, which we found
when comparing the variance of the catch data to the mean. Visual inspection of the moon
phase in relation to the day of the year showed a high correlation (r = 0.92, p < 0.001), and
therefore the moon phase was not included in the model. The initial NB GAM included
all main covariates plus a smoother for day of the year for both catch sites, the interaction
between daily tidal difference and catch location, and the interaction between daily water
temperature and catch location. We kept our focus covariates, catch location and tidal
difference, in our final model, and used backwards model selection to select the model that
best fitted the data. A control covariate was only included in the model when including it
substantially improved the Akaike information criterion (AIC) (i.e., the AIC was reduced
by more than 2 units) [34]. Temporal autocorrelation between subsequent days within
a catch location did not need to be taken into account based on the low autocorrelation
and partial autocorrelation values in the daily catch of glass eels. As a result of the very
low numbers of glass eels that were caught at Termunterzijl, this location was not used in
the analyses.

2.4.2. Recapture Probability

We used a binomial GLM (r-package stats version 4.1.0) with a logit link function to
assess the effect of release location (i.e., Delfzijl estuary or Delfzijl harbour channel) on
the recapture probability of the 3000 VIE-tagged glass eels. Per recapture location (i.e.,
Delfzijl–Duurswold and Nieuwe Statenzijl), one model was made. Binomial GLMs were
used because of the binary response variable (1 = recaptured, 0 = not recaptured).

waterinfo.rws.nl
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2.4.3. Migration Speed

The migration speed was defined as the time in days between release and recapture
location of the VIE-tagged glass eels (105 in total) that were caught in relation to the dis-
tance between the release site and sampling location. We used a negative binomial GLM
(r package glmmTMB version 1.1.4) [35] with a log link function to assess the effect of
release location (i.e., Delfzijl estuary or Delfzijl harbour channel) and recapture location
(i.e., Delfzijl–Duurswold and Nieuwe Statenzijl) on the glass eel migration speed (km/day).
A negative binomial distribution was used to account for the overdispersion in the mi-
gration speed count data, which we found when comparing the variance to the mean.
To account for the difference in distance between the two release locations and recapture
locations, we included the natural logarithmic of the difference in distance between release
and recapture locations (km) as an offset variable. Our initial migration speed NB GLM
included covariates: release location (i.e., Delfzijl estuary or Delfzijl harbour channel), recap-
ture location (i.e., Delfzijl–Duurswold and Nieuwe Statenzijl), and the interaction between
release and recapture locations. We used backwards model selection, dropping covariates,
to find the model with the lowest AIC. Using the r-package emmeans (version 1.7.1-1) [36],
we performed a pairwise comparison for the combination of the interaction between release
and recapture location.

For all final models, we performed residual diagnostics using the DHARMa R package
version 0.4.5 [37]. Plots of the residuals versus the continuous covariates of the analysis of
the total catches showed nonlinear patterns, which is why we included a smoother for the
day of the year for both collector locations. The residual plots of the recapture probability
and migration speed analysis did not show a clear nonlinear pattern, and therefore it was
not necessary to model nonlinear patterns.

2.5. Animal Welfare

This research was conducted in accordance with the animal welfare protocol number
VD7110020197584.

3. Results
3.1. Spatial and Temporal Arrival of Glass Eels at Freshwater Entry Points in the Estuary

During our research period (26 April 2022–20 May 2022), high numbers of glass eels
were caught at Nieuwe Statenzijl (n = 97.089), the furthest location from both release sites.
Low numbers of glass eels were caught at Delfzijl–Duurswold (n = 1.856) and Termunterzijl
(n = 1.192) (Table 1). The peaks of tagged glass eels mimicked the peaks of the arrival of
untagged glass eels (Figure 3). The total recapture rate of VIE-tagged glass eels released in
Delfzijl harbour and Delfzijl estuary was 3.5% and 3.9%, respectively.

Table 1. Number (n) of glass eel catches (VIE-tagged and non-VIE-tagged eels) caught at Delfzijl–
Duurswold, Termunterzijl, and Nieuwe Statenzijl.

Location Total Amount of Glass Eels
Caught (n)

Total Catch of VIE-Tagged Eels
Released at Delfzijl Estuary (n),
and Percentage of Recapture (%)

Total Catch of VIE-Tagged Eels
Released at Delfzijl Harbour

Channel (n), and Percentage of
Recapture (%)

Delfzijl–Duurswold 1856 21 (1.1%) 10 (1.0%)
Termunterzijl 1192 6 (0.3%) 1 (0.1%)

Nieuwe Statenzijl 97,089 50 (2.5%) 24 (2.4%)
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The final NB GAM to investigate daily catches of glass eels included the recapture
location (Delfzijl–Duurswold and Nieuwe Statenzijl), the daily tidal difference per recapture
location, and two smoothers for the day of the year by location (Table 2). We found that the
daily catches of glass eels were significantly different (p < 0.001) between Nieuwe Statenzijl
and Delfzijl–Duurswold. At Nieuwe Statenzijl, the catch size was 32 (95% CI [18.31–56.02])
times higher than at Delfzijl–Duurswold. We found no significant influence of the tidal
difference on the daily catch size (p = 0.50).

Table 2. The table shows the parameters included in the final negative binomial GAM modelling the
total daily glass eel catch. Parameters included are catch location (Nieuwe Statenzijl = intercept),
daily tidal difference (m), and two smoothers for day of the year at Delfzijl–Duurswold and Nieuwe
Statenzijl. The table shows the estimate of the regression coefficient (β) and its standard error (SE), the
effective degrees of freedom (Edf), the test statistic (z-value), degrees of freedom (df), exponentiated
value of the regression coefficient (Exp(β)), the 95% confidence interval for Exp(β), and p-values.

β ± SE z-Value df Exp(β) 95% IC for
Exp(β) p-Value

Intercept 2.654 ± 2.189 1.213 14.22 [0.20, 1037.34] 0.225
Tidal difference (m) 0.004 ± 0.006 0.666 1 1.00 [0.99, 1.02] 0.505

Catch location Delfzijl–Duurswold a 3.466 ± 0.285 12.149 1 32.02 [18.31, 56.02] <0.001
S (day of the year, Delfzijl–Duurswold) Edf = 2.758 15.31 2.76 0.003
S (day of the year, Nieuwe Statenzijl) Edf = 5.501 34.34 5.5 <0.001

a Reference: Nieuwe Statenzijl.

At Delfzijl–Duurswold, most glass eels were caught on 8 May and at Nieuwe Staten-
zijl on the 1 May (Figure 3a). This earlier peak in the number of caught glass eels at
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Nieuwe Statenzijl was reflected by the modelled predicted catch sizes per day and location
(Figure S1). At both locations, the total daily catch of glass eels depended on the day of the
year (p = 0.003 and p < 0.001, respectively) (Figure S1).

3.2. Recapture of VIE-Tagged Glass Eels

Of the 2000 VIE-tagged glass eels released in the estuary, 21 migrated to Delfzijl–
Duurswold, 6 were caught at Termunterzijl, and 50 migrated towards Nieuwe Statenzijl
(Table 1). Of the 1000 VIE-tagged glass eels released in Delfzijl harbour, 10 were caught at
Delfzijl–Duurswold, 1 was caught at Termunterzijl, and 24 were caught at Nieuwe Statenzijl
(Table 1). The recapture probability of catching VIE-tagged glass eels from either of the two
release sites did not differ significantly for location: Delfzijl–Duurswold (Wald X2 = 0.016,
df = 1, p = 0.90) and Nieuwe Statenzijl (Wald X2 = 0.027, df = 1, p = 0.87) (Figure S2).

3.3. Migration Speed

The final NB GLM to investigate the migration speed included release location with
an interaction with recapture location (Table 3). The release site and recapture location had
an interactive effect on the migration speed (p = 0.013). The average migration speed of the
glass eels caught at Delfzijl–Duurswold differed significantly between the two release sites
(p = 0.003, Figure 4); this was not the case for Nieuwe Statenzijl (p = 0.83, Figure 4). Overall,
the migration speed of glass eels caught at Nieuwe Statenzijl was higher than glass eels
caught at Delfzijl–Duurswold (p < 0.001, Table 3, Figure 4).
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Table 3. The parameters included in the final negative binomial GLM modelling migration
speed. Model includes an offset variable of the natural logarithmic of the difference in dis-
tance between release and recapture location (km). Parameters included are release location
(Delfzijl estuary = intercept), recapture location, and the interaction between release and recapture
location. The table shows the estimate of the regression coefficient (β) and its standard error (SE),
the test statistic (z-value), degrees of freedom (df), exponentiated value of the regression coefficient
(Exp(β)), the 95% confidence interval for Exp(β), and p-value.

β ± SE z-Value df Exp(β) 95% IC for
Exp(β) p-Value

Intercept 1.131 ± 0.145 7.779 3.10 [2.33, 4.12] <0.001
Release location (VIE colour) a −0.654 ± 0.180 −3.634 1 0.52 [0.37, 0.74] <0.001

Recapture location b −1.855 ± 0.178 −10.406 1 0.16 [0.11, 0.22] <0.001
Release * Recapture location 0.547 ± 0.220 2.483 1 1.73 [1.12, 2.66] 0.013

a Reference: estuary (VIE red). b reference: Nieuwe Statenzijl.

4. Discussion
4.1. Spatial Variation of Glass Eels

This study shows that recruitment of glass eel at tributaries in an estuary is not
necessarily a function of the distance from the opening of the estuary. On the contrary, our
results show that the highest number of glass eels (tagged and untagged) was found at
Nieuwe Statenzijl, the tributary furthest from the opening of the estuary. Low catches of
glass eels at Termunterzijl and Delfzijl may indicate that anthropogenically altered tidal
flows hinder glass eel migration towards locations that are situated perpendicular to the
main tidal flow. The glass eel migration speed was the highest at the furthest location,
i.e., Nieuwe Statenzijl. We will discuss glass eel catches and migration speed in the light
of estuarine-specific tidal flows and anthropogenic impacts in the estuary and harbour
of Delfzijl.

Catches of untagged glass eels and tagged glass eels show similar spatial and temporal
patterns (Figure 3) per location, resembling the migration patterns of all glass eels in the
Ems. In addition, the recapture rate for VIE-tagged glass eels for both release sites was
3.5% and 3.9%, which is similar to other studies. Using dyes, Aprahamian and Wood [38]
reported recapture rates of 1.3–4.4% in the Severn estuary and Briand et al. [39] reported
recapture rates of 0.4% to 3.7% at several locations in the Vilaine estuary.

The pronounced difference in catches of glass eels between sampled locations was
unexpected. Tidal flow is a well-known factor in estuaries with regard to glass eel migra-
tion [11,40]. However, most glass eels do not utilize all available flood tidal flows [14], but
may skip a tide or partially use a single flood tide. In addition, Gascuel [41] found that
only 10% of glass eels use the full flood tides to migrate upstream in a small French estuary.
As such, a prime explanation for the pronounced difference in glass eel catches could be
the estuarine-specific (tidal) flow conditions. Indeed, the Ems estuary can be classified
as a flood-dominated system [42]. The flood tidal flow curve has been altered by human
activity, resulting in unnaturally fast flood tidal flows shortly after ebb tides [19]. This may
especially affect glass eels, as they move up in the water column after slack tides to utilize
flood tidal flows.

Can the tidal flow characteristics of the Ems estuary fully explain the low catches
of tagged and untagged glass eels at Delfzijl? Fitri [43] has shown that the angle of
approach contributes to nearshore hydro-morphodynamical responses to coastal structures
in sediment dynamics, and this could therefore impact tidal migrants such as glass eels
as well. As a result of breakwater dams [44], the entrances of the harbours at Delfzijl
and Termunterzijl are located perpendicular to the main tidal flow. Therefore, high flood
tidal flows (>1 m/s) in the Ems estuary [16] could mean that glass eels are mechanistically
hindered in their migration towards both harbours, i.e., washed past the harbour entrances.
This notion is supported by the fact that glass eels are considered to be weak swimmers
that can sustain a swimming speed of 15 cm/s for 60 min [45].
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In addition, two-thirds of the flood tidal flow in the Ems estuary is pushed in to the
large Ems–Dollard basin [46], probably due to the shape of the estuary and the Geiseleitdam
(Figure 1b). Able et al. [9] suggested that the volume of water exchanged through two inlets
between the sea and an estuary could explain spatial variations in glass eel recruitment at
tributaries. As such, glass eels may utilize the anthropogenic (high) flood tidal flow and
are subsequently pushed by the volume of the (tidal) flow towards Nieuwe Statenzijl.

Some authors point to the discharge of tributaries as directional factors influencing
glass eel migration [8,47]. The discharge of freshwater into the harbour of Delfzijl is
intermittent and occasionally high (Figure S3), and this may influence [48] the attractiveness
of the freshwater entry points for glass eels. However, lower numbers of glass eels were
caught in Termunterzijl even though discharge at this location was more continuous
(Figure S3). Some models assume that the glass eel distribution is a function of catchment
size [7], as catchment size affects discharge. The catchment size of Nieuwe Statenzijl is ca.
4 times larger than the other two catchments. However, the number of glass eels caught
at Nieuwe Statenzijl was ca. 32 times higher than at Delfzijl–Duurswold. Furthermore,
Nieuwe Statenzijl is located further upstream, and its discharge will be diluted in the
large Ems–Dollard basin. Therefore, we believe that the catchment size and/or discharge
cannot explain the large difference in glass eel catches at freshwater entry points in the
Ems estuary. The sampling locations at Termunterzijl and Delfzijl are in the vicinity of
extensively used shipping locks. However, shipping locks are ineffective as a primary fish
migration solution [49] and this could be due to the intermittent flow coming from sluicing
events. Indeed, glass eels may be less attracted to pumping stations with a low frequency
of pumping activity [48].

Some of the glass eels released in the harbour of Delfzijl migrated out into the estuary,
pointing towards more local disturbances in the harbour itself. Verwilligen et al. [23]
reported that daily dredging of the harbour entrance results in a high sediment load and
that the bottom of the harbour channel consists of fluid mud. However, other anthropogenic
disturbances such as industrial wastewater discharges or other harbour-related activities
cannot be excluded. Importantly, tidal harbours are often situated in a pivotal position in
the connection between the estuarine and/or marine environment and the rivers in the
hinterland. Further research is needed to determine the possible effects of harbour-related
activities on glass eel migration and fish migration in general.

4.2. Temporal Distribution and Migration Speed of Glass Eels

Although Nieuwe Statenzijl is ca. 12 km further from the release sites than Delfzijl, the
peak of glass eels reached Nieuwe Statenzijl ca. 8 days (Figure 3) earlier. Glass eels caught
at Nieuwe Statenzijl swam with an average speed of 2.08 km/day (release site estuary) and
2.27 km/day (release site harbour channel Delfzijl). This is slightly lower but comparable
to reported migration speeds in the Gironde of 3–4 km/day [14] and 3–8 km/day for
A. rostrata [50]. The maximum daily tidal change influenced (although not significantly)
the daily catches at Nieuwe Statenzijl, underpinning the concept that glass eels utilize tidal
flows to move to tidal barriers. This notion is further supported by the double peak of glass
eel catches at Nieuwe Statenzijl, which seems to adhere to daily tidal action (S4). In contrast,
glass eel arrivals at Delfzijl–Duurswold peak at a low daily tidal difference, indicating that
other migratory mechanisms are prevailing.

Glass eels released in the estuary migrated almost twice as fast to Delfzijl–Duurswold
than those released in the harbour channel. We suggest that glass eels released in the
estuary awaited better migration circumstances, for example, a lower turbidity. These
results strengthen the notion that local disturbances in the harbour are influencing glass
eel migration.

5. Conclusions

Our results show that glass eels migrate in higher numbers and speeds to a tributary at
the end of the Ems estuary than towards two other tributaries which are closer to the estuary
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entrance. Estuarine-specific tidal flows in relation to the angle of approach may guide
glass eel migration towards freshwater entry points, especially in anthropogenically altered
estuaries. In addition, the low migration speed and tagged glass eels leaving the harbour
of Delfzijl point towards harbour-specific migratory problems. Water managers need to
be aware that estuary-specific tidal flows may determine recruitment of glass eels (or fish
in general) at freshwater entry points, and this may have catchment-wide implications.
This knowledge may assist in the assessment of current and future anthropogenic impacts
on fish migration in estuaries and understanding the recruitment of fish at freshwater
entry points.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/fishes8080392/s1, Figure S1. Predicted daily catch over days
of the year at Delfzijl–Duurswold and Nieuwe Statenzijl. Figure S2. Recapture probability of VIE
tagged blue and red eel at Delfzijl (a) and Nieuwe Statenzijl (b). Figure S3. Daily discharge at Delfzijl,
Nieuwe Statenzijl, total discharge at Delfzijl and Termunterzijl. Figure S4. Daily number of glass eels
caught at Delfzijl (a) and Nieuwe Statenzijl (b), and daily tidal difference (cm).
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