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A recent boom in hydroelectric development in the world's most diverse tropical river basins is currently
threatening aquatic biodiversity on an unprecedented scale. Among the most controversial of these projects is
the Belo Monte Hydroelectric Complex (BMHC) on the Xingu River, the Amazon's largest clear-water tributary.
The design of the BMHC creates three distinctly altered segments: a ﬂooded section upstream of the main dam, a
middle section between the dam and the main powerhouse that will be dewatered, and a downstream section
subject to ﬂow alteration from powerhouse discharge. This region of the Xingu is notable for an extensive series
of rapids known as the Volta Grande that hosts exceptional levels of endemic aquatic biodiversity; yet, patterns
of temporal and spatial variation in community composition within this highly threatened habitat are not well
documented. We surveyed ﬁsh assemblages within rapids in the three segments impacted by the BMHC prior to
hydrologic alteration, and tested for diﬀerences in assemblage structure between segments and seasons. Fish
species richness varied only slightly between segments, but there were signiﬁcant diﬀerences in assemblage
structure between segments and seasons. Most of the species thought to be highly dependent on rapids habitat,
including several species listed as threatened in Brazil, were either restricted to or much more abundant within
the upstream and middle segments. Our analysis identiﬁed the middle section of the Volta Grande as critically
important for the conservation of this diverse, endemic ﬁsh fauna. Additional research is urgently needed to
determine dam operations that may optimize energy production with an environmental ﬂow regime that conserves the river's unique habitat and biodiversity.

1. Introduction
Hydrologic alteration of rivers is widespread, with nearly two-thirds
of the world's large rivers impacted by dams (Nilsson et al., 2005).
Dams represent one of the greatest threats to aquatic biodiversity
worldwide (Vörösmarty et al., 2010); their impacts on ﬂow dynamics
and river connectivity cause biotic homogenization, promote invasion
of exotic species, favor generalist over specialist species, and increase
extinction risk for endemic taxa (Johnson et al., 2008; Liermann et al.,
2012; Rahel, 2000). Until recently, highly diverse tropical rivers had
few large dams (Liermann et al., 2012), but a boom in hydroelectric
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development in the world's great tropical river basins is now threatening aquatic biodiversity on an unprecedented scale (Winemiller
et al., 2016; Zarﬂ et al., 2015).
The Amazon Basin holds the highest concentration of aquatic biodiversity on the planet, with 2411 described ﬁsh species (roughly 16%
of global freshwater ﬁsh diversity), at least 1089 endemic species, and
ongoing discovery of new species (Reis et al., 2016). Currently, 416
dams are operational or under construction within the basin and an
additional 334 have been proposed (Winemiller et al., 2016), which
together would leave only three free-ﬂowing Amazon tributaries within
the next few decades (Castello and Macedo, 2016; Fearnside, 2006).
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Fig. 1. Examples of the habitat (A, B) and ﬁshes (C) characteristic of the Middle Xingu River. Species shown are: a) Leporinus maculatus (Anostomidae), b)
Baryancistrus xanthellus (Loricariidae), c) Ossubtus xinguense (Serrasalmidae), d) Crenicichla sp. (Cichlidae), e) Ancistrus ranunculus (Loricariidae), f) Cichla melaniae
(Cichlidae), g) Tometes kranponhah (Serrasalmidae), h) Hypancistrus sp. (Loricariidae), i) Leporinus fasciatus (Anostomidae), j) Rhinodoras sp. (Doradidae) and k)
Hypancistrus zebra (Loricariidae).

species have already been listed as threatened in Brazil (National Red
List, 2016), including the critically endangered Hypancistrus zebra
(zebra pleco; Fig. 1C-k), endangered Teleocichla centisquama, and vulnerable Ossubtus xinguense (eagle-beaked pacu; Fig. 1C-c).
The same factors that promote the tremendous aquatic diversity of
the Xingu's Volta Grande also contribute to the hydropower potential of
the region, making the middle Xingu the focus of one of the most
controversial development projects in the Amazon: the Belo Monte
Hydroelectric Complex (BMHC). A massive engineering project, the
BMHC is projected to have an installed capacity of 11,233 MW (3rd
largest in the world). Initial proposals in 1975 received considerable
backlash due to plans for a series of ﬁve separate reservoirs within
indigenous territories (Fearnside, 2006). After intense debate, a redesigned proposal emerged in 2002 focusing on only the dams within the
Xingu's Volta Grande region (Fearnside, 2006; Sabaj Pérez, 2015).
Unlike traditional designs that place the powerhouse at the foot of the
dam, the new design would take advantage of a large elevation gradient
by diverting water through a series of man-made canals to a powerhouse nearly 90 m below. While the new design reduces the size of the
reservoirs on nearby indigenous territories, it has the added impacts of
dewatering a signiﬁcant portion of the Volta Grande between the diversion dam and the main powerhouse and ﬂooding hundreds of
square-kilometers of forest. Despite continued controversy, accusations
of political corruption, and signiﬁcant cost overruns (Lees et al., 2016;
Sabaj Pérez, 2015), the Brazilian Environmental Authority authorized
the operation of the BMHC on November 24, 2015. The reservoirs are
currently ﬁlled and the facility has been generating power commercially since April 20, 2016. As of publication, eight turbines are currently online and full operation is expected by 2019 (Portal Brasil,
2016).
Direct impacts of river impoundments are well documented and the
BMHC will cause signiﬁcant and predictable changes to aquatic habitat,
resulting in three distinctly altered stretches. Upstream of the diversion

Existing dams in the Amazon are concentrated in the Tocantins, Tapajós, Xingu, and other tributaries draining ancient granitic shields,
which contain more than twice as many endemic species compared to
tributaries draining younger Andean regions (Castello and Macedo,
2016). In addition to the higher concentration of dams in these tributaries, site selection for development projects generally targets areas
with high-gradient reaches due to their large hydropower potential.
Unfortunately, these same areas often harbor exceptional aquatic diversity.
The Xingu River is the largest clearwater tributary of the Amazon,
and contains a unique segment known as the Volta Grande: a 130 km
stretch of rapids and anastomosing channels ﬂowing over the crystalline bedrock of the Brazilian Shield (Fig. 1A & B). The river's strong
seasonality, steep gradient, and complex geomorphology, with numerous braided channels ranging in width from several meters to several kilometers, create substantial habitat heterogeneity that contributes to the maintenance of a globally unique ﬁsh fauna (Fig. 1C).
Because the Xingu Basin does not follow a gradual transition from highgradient to low-gradient conditions (Camargo et al., 2004; Sabaj Pérez,
2015), assemblage structure may be inﬂuenced more by discrete barriers such as rapids and waterfalls than gradual changes (Balon and
Stewart, 1983; Ibanez et al., 2007; Lujan et al., 2013). Surveys of ﬁsh
diversity within the basin have identiﬁed the Volta Grande as a region
of particularly high diversity and endemism (Camargo et al., 2004),
though distributional limits of species within the Volta Grande and
adjacent reaches remain largely unknown. Recent surveys in this area
have collected over 450 species of ﬁshes in 48 families (Sabaj Pérez,
2015), many of which are highly adapted to life within rapids (Zuanon,
1999). Of the 63 species known to be endemic to the Xingu Basin
(Winemiller et al., 2016), at least 26 are known only from the large
rapids complex in the Volta Grande region (Sabaj Peréz et al., unpublished). Although demographic and distribution data for many
species are lacking, and taxonomic descriptions are ongoing, several
105
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the 171-km stretch downstream of the Belo Monte powerhouse to the
conﬂuence of the Xingu and Amazon Rivers that will receive outﬂow
from the BMHC. The number of sites surveyed within each section
during each sampling period is provided in Table A1 in Appendix A. All
attempts possible were made to balance the number of sites across
sections and survey periods, though the logistics of sampling in various
hydrologic conditions resulted in slight diﬀerences.
Surveys targeted shallow rapids and deep, swift water over rocky
substrates within channels of the principal river course. Water velocity
ranged from 0 to 4.4 m/s. Each sampling location received 60–80 min
of ﬁshing eﬀort over an area of approximately 100 m2. Fishes were
collected by cast net and by hand by experienced divers who work in
the ornamental ﬁsh trade. The same two divers sampled all sites, with
the exception of sites upstream of Altamira in March 2014, when an
alternate diver replaced one of them. To our knowledge, collecting
ﬁshes by hand represents a novel sampling approach and provides
unique insights into ﬁsh assemblage structure within rapids that are
diﬃcult to sample with conventional methods. This technique primarily
targets benthic species of the family Loricariidae and does not represent
the full community of ﬁshes present in the Xingu, though some highly
mobile species were also collected. Survey locations and sampling
methods used in the present study represent a subset of the total sampling eﬀort of the iXingu Project, which also included surveys of slackwater habitats, littoral zones, ﬂoodplain lakes, and tributaries within
the study area (Sabaj Pérez et al. unpublished).

dam, slower water velocities within the impounded reach will result in
increased sedimentation (Syvitski et al., 2005), turning the heterogeneous rocky substrate characteristic of this region into a homogenous
sandy/muddy bottom. Changes in water depth and clarity will alter
light penetration, with likely impacts on the availability of benthic resources. Between the diversion dam and the main powerhouse (located
100 km downstream), dewatering of the channel will reduce available
aquatic habitat and increase water temperature, leading to lower levels
of dissolved oxygen. Flow regulation will reduce seasonal hydrologic
variation (Poﬀ et al., 2007), seasonal access to ﬂooded riparian habitats
(Graf, 2006), and may alter downstream transport of resources (Syvitski
et al., 2005). Downstream of the powerhouse, seasonal variation will
also be reduced, with water quality aﬀected by increased erosion from
the powerhouse ﬂow and changes in water temperature and dissolved
oxygen from reservoir releases.
Limited data on Amazonian aquatic diversity constrains our ability
to detect degradation trends and identify conservation priorities
(Castello and Macedo, 2016). In particular, ﬁsh assemblage structure in
tropical clearwater rivers draining ancient granitic shields (e.g., The
Tapajós, Tocantins, Ventuari, Xingu) has received little attention compared to other tropical and temperate river types (Lujan and Conway,
2015). Understanding how ﬁsh diversity will respond to expected habitat changes requires data on assemblage structure within the impacted area. Despite the rich aquatic diversity of the Xingu's rapids and
the long, controversial history of the BMHC, available data on ﬁsh assemblage structure within the region are limited to surveys of slackwater habitats and slower areas adjacent to rapids (Barbosa et al., 2015;
Schmid et al., 2017). While providing an important characterization of
ﬁsh assemblages throughout the impacted region, the gillnet surveys
used in Barbosa et al. (2015) target a speciﬁc microhabitat and are not
well suited to sampling benthic ﬁshes in the fastest ﬂowing areas. Because rapids often have distinct fauna that are particularly vulnerable
to hydrologic alteration (Lujan and Conway, 2015), data on the structure of these ﬁsh assemblages throughout the impacted area are urgently needed. Previous work has explored seasonal variation in functional diversity of ﬁsh assemblages within rapids of the Xingu River
(Fitzgerald et al., 2017), but no study has analyzed spatial variation in
assemblage structure within the rapids.
To address this, we compared the diversity and assemblage structure of ﬁshes in rapids of the Middle and Lower Xingu River prior to
hydrologic alteration by the BMHC. Speciﬁcally, we ask whether ﬁsh
diversity and local assemblage structure diﬀer between the three impacted zones (upstream of the diversion dam, middle dewatered section, and downstream of the powerhouse) and how these diﬀerences
aﬀect conservation and management plans for the river. Because a
major impact of river impoundment is reduced seasonal heterogeneity,
we further test whether ﬁsh assemblage structure in the main channel
diﬀers between high- and low-water periods.

2.2. Data analysis
Sample-size based rarefaction/extrapolation curves were used to
compare species richness among the three sections. Rarefaction was
conducted separately for each survey period following methods developed by Colwell et al. (2012) implemented within the package iNEXT
(Chao et al., 2014) using R version 3.2.2 for OS X (R Core Team, 2015).
Because taxonomic work in the basin is ongoing (at least 23 new ﬁsh
species described since 2008), these numbers likely represent conservative estimates of species richness. However, additional analyses
that treated easily distinguished morphological variants of some described species (e.g., Spectracanthicus punctatissimus, Loricariidae) as
distinct taxonomic units produced identical results, suggesting that the
major patterns presented should be robust to taxonomic revision.
To compare dominant trends in assemblage structure between sections, we ﬁrst removed rare species and any species collected at a single
site. For the 2013 low-water period, rare species were deﬁned as those
with less than 4 individuals, leaving 63 species accounting for 91.5% of
ﬁsh abundance in samples. Due to lower number of species collected in
the remaining two survey periods, rare species were deﬁned as singletons, leaving 51 species accounting for 83.9% of abundance during the
2014 high-water period and 34 species accounting for 89.0% of abundance during the 2014 low-water period.
Permutational Multivariate Analysis of Variance (PERMANOVA)
with 999 permutations was used to test for diﬀerences in assemblage
structure between sections and Non-metric Multidimensional Scaling
(NMDS) was used to visualize diﬀerences in assemblage structure between sections. NMDS was based on standardized relative abundances
ﬁtted to 6 axes; a scree plot was used to select the lowest number of
axes without substantial increase in stress, though choice of fewer dimensions produced similar results. Principal Components Analysis was
then used to display the two dominant NMDS axes. Euclidean distance
between geographic coordinates of sites was used as a starting conﬁguration for the iterative procedure. Finally, a two-way cluster analysis
following Ward's D method for hierarchical clustering was used to explore patterns of species composition across sites within each survey
period. All community analyses were based on relative abundance data
and Bray-Curtis distances, and were performed using the package vegan
in R (Oksanen et al., 2015).
To test for diﬀerences in species composition during low- and high-

2. Methods
2.1. Data collection
A 400-km stretch of the Middle and Lower Xingu River surrounding
the area to be impacted by the BMHC was surveyed prior to hydrologic
alteration (Fig. 2). Three survey periods were selected to represent
multiple stages of an annual hydrologic cycle: September 2013 (low
water), March 2014 (high water), and November 2014 (low water,
rising). Sampling locations were divided into three groups based on
anticipated impacts from the BMHC. The ‘upstream’ section represents
the 130-km stretch upstream of the Pimental diversion dam to the
conﬂuence of the Xingu and Iriri Rivers that will experience slower ﬂow
velocity and lentic conditions within the new impoundment. The
‘middle’ section represents the 100-km stretch of the Volta Grande
between the Pimental Dam and the Belo Monte powerhouse that will
experience greatly reduced ﬂows. The ‘downstream’ section represents
106
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Fig. 2. Map of study region showing sampling locations for three survey periods and three river sections, with area altered by the Belo Monte Hydroelectric Complex
shown in inset. Water ﬂow is generally northern.

middle section. The middle section was further distinguished from the
upstream section by species found at higher relative abundances, such
as Ossubtus xinguense (Serrasalmidae) and Ancistrus ranunculus (Loricariidae).
The clear separation of the downstream section was due to a large
group of species only sampled in this section, such as Crenicichla reticulata, Cichla pinima (Cichlidae), Hypostomus plecostomus, Hypostomus
cochliodon (Loricariidae), Centrodoras brachiatus, and Megalodoras uranoscopus (Doradidae). Several species were found at sites throughout
the study region, such as Spectracanthicus punctatissimus,
Spectracanthicus zuanoni, Peckoltia vittata, Peckoltia sabaji (Loricariidae),
Geophagus argyrostictus, Retroculus xinguensis (Cichlidae), and Leporinus
fasciatus (Anostomidae), though relative abundances varied between
sections.
Assemblage structure diﬀered signiﬁcantly between low- and highwater periods (PERMANOVA: F(1,89) = 1.72, P = 0.005), with 77 species sampled only during low-water surveys and 47 species sampled
only during the 2014 high-water survey. In general, species sampled in
the main channel under high water conditions were a subset of those
found during low-water periods (Fig. A3 in Appendix A). The common
loricariids were sampled during both seasons, but several less common
species were collected only during low-water periods (e.g.,
Baryancistrus sp., Acanthicus sp.) or high water (e.g., Ancistrus sp.,
Spectracanthicus sp., Limatulichthys griseus). Numerous species of characids, cichlids, and anostomids were sampled only during low-water
periods. Most species sampled only at high water were relatively rare,
including several species of Centromochlus (Auchenipteridae) and
Sternarchorhynchus (Apteronotidae).

water periods, the 2013 and 2014 low-water surveys were combined
and compared with the 2014 high-water period. Rare species were
deﬁned as those with less than 4 individuals in the combined datasets
and PERMANOVA and NMDS were performed as described above.

3. Results
A total of 6228 specimens representing 193 species and 23 families
was sampled during the three survey periods, with samples dominated
by species of the families Loricariidae (41 spp.), Characidae (34 spp.),
Cichlidae (26 spp.), Anostomidae (14 spp.), and Doradidae (13 spp.).
The upstream, middle, and downstream sections contained 108, 113,
and 86 species, respectively. Rarefaction analysis showed that species
richness was highest in the upstream section during the 2013 low-water
period (Fig. 3A), although 95% conﬁdence intervals of rareﬁed curves
for upstream and downstream sections overlapped during the 2014 lowwater period (Fig. 3C). During the 2014 high-water survey, conﬁdence
intervals for all sections overlapped (Fig. 3B).
Assemblage structure diﬀered signiﬁcantly between river sections
during all survey periods (PERMANOVA; low water 2013:
F(2,23) = 2.09, P = 0.001; high water 2014: F(2,28) = 2.00, P = 0.001;
low water 2014: F(2,33) = 2.13, P = 0.001). NMDS revealed partial
overlap of the upstream and middle sections and clear separation of the
downstream section (Fig. 4). Similarity of the upstream and middle
sections was inﬂuenced by a core group of species with high relative
abundances in both sections that were either absent or present at low
relative abundances in the downstream section (Figs. 5, A1–2). This
group included Baryancistrus xanthellus, Hypancistrus zebra, Scobinancistrus aureatus (Loricariidae), Hypomasticus julii, Leporinus maculatus, Leporellus vitatus (Anostomidae), Cichla melaniae (Cichlidae), and
Corydoras sp. (Callichthyidae). The distinctness of the upstream section
was driven by species such as Crenicichla percna (Cichlidae) and Parancistrus aﬀ. aurantiacus (Loricariidae), whereas species such as Baryancistrus sp., Hopliancistrus sp. (Loricariidae), Anostomoides passionis,
and Pseudanos trimaculatus (Anostomidae) were only sampled in the

4. Discussion
Species richness was similar between the three sections when all
survey periods were combined (Fig. A4 in Appendix A); however, it is
important to note that the middle section had similar diversity within a
shorter stretch of river. The higher richness observed during low-water
107
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Fig. 3. Rarefaction/extrapolation curves for A) low water September 2013, B) high water March 2014, and C) low water November 2014. Symbols represent actual
number of sampled individuals and species for each section. Shaded regions represent 95% conﬁdence intervals for interpolated (left of symbol) and extrapolated
(right of symbol) curves.

Lower Amazon River. Species turnover along ﬂuvial gradients generally
corresponds to discontinuities in stream geomorphology and/or abiotic
conditions (Jackson et al., 2001; Lujan et al., 2013).
The geomorphology of the upstream and middle sections consists of
numerous braided channels and extensive shallow rapids ﬂowing over
crystalline bedrock of the Brazilian Shield. Downstream, the Xingu
leaves the shield and forms a singular ria-like channel ﬂowing through
the alluvial reach of the Lower Amazon River (Sabaj Pérez, 2015; Sioli,
1984). Water velocities in the downstream section remain high, but
rocky substrates occur in patches and are deeply submerged. This
abrupt transition in river geomorphology likely accounts for the distinct
community compositions above and below Belo Monte and may partly
explain the high endemism found within the Volta Grande. The same
pattern of distinct community structures between the middle and lower
Xingu River was found in gill net surveys of slack-water habitats
(Barbosa et al., 2015), suggesting that the rapids may serve as a barrier

periods in the upstream section compared to the middle section is likely
due to its longer length, which includes the upper half of the highly
diverse Volta Grande. The downstream section contained similar species richness as the middle section during all survey periods, despite
being roughly 70 km longer. These results further highlight the Volta
Grande as a hotspot for ﬁsh diversity within the Xingu Basin.
A dominant pattern observed throughout all survey periods is that
most species thought to be highly dependent on rapids habitat, including several species listed as threatened in Brazil, were either restricted to or most abundant within the upstream and middle sections.
Faunal similarity of these sections was inﬂuenced by many shared
rheophilic species (Zuanon, 1999), such as Parancistrus nudiventris
(Rapp Py-Daniel and Zuanon, 2005), Tometes kranponhah (Andrade
et al., 2016), and the vulnerable Ossubtus xinguense (Jegu and Zuanon,
2005). Downstream, many rheophilic species are replaced by species
that are more habitat generalists and species common throughout the

Fig. 4. Non-metric multidimensional scaling results for A) low water September 2013, B) high water March 2014, and C) low water November 2014 based on species
relative abundance at sampling sites. Symbols represent sites and shaded polygons are convex hulls for the three river sections.
108
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Fig. 5. Two-way cluster analysis of low-water (September 2013) assemblages. Clustering follows Ward's D, using Bray-Curtis dissimilarity matrix based on species
relative abundances. Shading along left edge represents river sections and grey-scale shading within represents species relative abundance at a given site ranging
from 0 (white) to 1 (black). Species abbreviations and two-way cluster analyses for remaining sampling periods are provided in Appendix A (Table A2 and Figs. A1–2,
respectively).

multiple reservoirs in high-gradient reaches of the clearwater Tocantins
River (Araújo et al., 2013; Fearnside, 2001; Lima et al., 2016), as well
as other regions of the Amazon (Sá-Oliveira et al., 2015). Reservoirs in
both Neotropical and temperate regions often become dominated by a
few generalist species (Agostinho et al., 2008; Rahel, 2000). Many
rheophilic ﬁshes will likely be extirpated from the upstream section.
Soon after formation of the reservoir in 2016, numerous specimens of
Baryancistrus xanthellus were found dead or dying, with ulcerations and
scars, loss of teeth, rotten ﬁns, and sunken body cavities (Adams et al.,
2017). Indeed, changes in ﬁsh assemblage structure following construction of the Lajeado dam on the Tocantins River were greatest
within the reservoir (Araújo et al., 2013). Regional persistence will

between upland and lowland species for assemblages occupying a range
of microhabitats. Unlike other clearwater impoundments where ﬁsh
assemblage structure was similar throughout the impacted area prior to
alteration (Araújo et al., 2013), the distinct community structures found
in the present study suggest conservation eﬀorts must carefully consider
how diﬀerential impacts between segments will aﬀect ﬁsh diversity in
the region.
Obligate rheophilic species that inhabit shallow rapids in the upstream and middle sections are most susceptible to impacts from hydrologic alteration (Lujan and Conway, 2015). Within the upstream
section, the reservoir will eliminate huge areas of rapids habitat. Reduced species richness has been documented following construction of
109
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In addition, the combination of reduced ﬂow and the Pimental impoundment will greatly reduce the ability of longitudinal migrants to
navigate the channel. Fish ladders have been installed at Pimental, but
these have proven ineﬀective as a mitigation strategy for other Neotropical impoundments (Pompeu et al., 2012) and will not aid species
trying to navigate the dewatered rapids and waterfalls of the lower
Volta Grande.
Fishes inhabiting deep rocky areas of the downstream section
tended to be wide-ranging and environmentally tolerant; however,
several rapids-associated species also were present in this section. The
outﬂow from the main powerhouse will maintain suﬃcient discharge,
though the attenuated seasonal variability will create similar impacts to
those discussed above. In addition, changes in thermal proﬁle, oxygen
content, and nutrient levels due to reservoir releases may disproportionately aﬀect clear-water species with narrow environmental
tolerances, shifting community structure towards an even greater inﬂuence of lowland Amazonian species and resulting in reduction of Beta
diversity.
The presence of such a unique assemblage of rapids-adapted species
in the upstream and middle sections, including the critically endangered Hypancistrus zebra and other threatened species, clearly
highlights these stretches as conservation priorities. Because the instream reservoir is necessary for the hydropower potential of the
BMHC, there is little that can be done for the conservation of rapids
habitats in the upstream section. In fact, the two reservoirs currently
built are projected to generate only a fraction of the full BMHC capacity, leaving many to speculate that developers will leverage this to
build additional impoundments further upstream as originally proposed
(Fearnside, 2006; Stickler et al., 2013). This pressure will only increase
given the projected decline in discharge for the Xingu due to continued
deforestation in the region (Stickler et al., 2013) and to uncertainties
regarding future precipitation patterns in the eastern Amazon (Sorribas
et al., 2016). While conservation eﬀorts should continue to resist development of additional dams upstream, it is clear that conserving ﬁsh
diversity and endemism currently found throughout the study reach
will depend critically on how the dewatered portion (i.e., middle section in our study) of the Volta Grande is managed.
Allowing for a dynamic ﬂow regime will be critical to maintaining
diversity within the dewatered section. Average monthly discharge in
the Xingu River near Altamira ranged from 1110 to 20,617 m3/s during
the period 1971–2015, with peak high-water discharges ranging from
9861 to 30,112 m3/s (HidroWeb, 2015). Ideally, releases from the Pimental impoundment would mimic not only the seasonal dynamic, but
incorporate the over 20,000 m3/s of inter-annual variability observed in
peak high-water discharge. The sustainability boundaries approach to
determining environmental ﬂows (Richter, 2009), in which requirements are expressed as allowable percentages of deviation rather than
particular volumes at given times of year, would aid in maintaining
ﬂow dynamics throughout the lower Volta Grande and lower Xingu.
Determining appropriate boundaries is a diﬃcult process that is beyond
the scope of this paper, but the roughly 80% reduction currently expected will likely leave insuﬃcient ﬂows for the maintenance of aquatic
diversity.
Protection from further disruption in the dewatered area will be
essential. The Canadian mining company Belo Sun has been granted a
1305 km2 concession to build Brazil's largest gold mine in the dewatered channel, immediately downstream of the Pimental diversion dam
(Lees et al., 2016). Draft legislation allowing mining operations in
protected areas and indigenous lands in Brazil (Mining Code Bills 37/
2011, 3682/2012, and 1610/96) will open the doors to further expansion within the adjacent Paquiçamba and Arara Indigenous territories. Gold mining has had signiﬁcant eﬀects on water quality, biodiversity, and environmental/human health along other Amazonian
rivers (Swenson et al., 2011), and eﬀorts are needed to prevent such
developments within the dewatered stretch of the Volta Grande.
Continued environmental monitoring will be needed to manage

depend on both availability of suitable habitat and dispersal ability,
which varies widely across taxa. For example, some loricariids (the
most diverse and abundant family within the rapids) display local-scale
movement, but are generally highly sedentary compared to other ﬁshes,
such as certain anostomids and serrasalmids (Lucas and Baras, 2001).
Species unable to disperse will face numerous challenges within the
newly impounded upstream section. Habitat complexity has been
shown to positively inﬂuence freshwater ﬁsh diversity by providing
enhanced foraging opportunities and lower predation risk (Arrington
et al., 2005; Jackson et al., 2001; Schneider and Winemiller, 2008;
Willis et al., 2005). Increased sedimentation due to slower water velocities will ﬁll interstitial spaces within structurally complex rocky
substrates, reducing opportunities for niche partitioning, refuges from
predators, and availability of suitable breeding sites, with likely decreases in local diversity. Several common species inhabiting rapids of
the Xingu River are mainly supported by benthic algae (Zuluaga Gómez
et al., 2016), with Podostemaceae plants and their associated invertebrate fauna also constituting important food resources for rheophilic species (Flausino Junior et al., 2016). Changes in water depth,
clarity, and temperature may alter the availability of resources for algivorous ﬁshes, and disruption of the seasonal ﬂooding cycle will cause
the extirpation of Podostemaceae stands in rock outcrops. Studies of
Amazonian reservoirs have found that a relatively small number of
generalist omnivorous and carnivorous species come to dominate these
systems (Sá-Oliveira et al., 2015), making the future of specialist primary consumers in the upstream section uncertain. Indeed, the relative
abundance of primary consumers declined dramatically following
construction of the Tucuruí reservoir in the neighboring Tocantins
River (Fearnside, 2001; Merona et al., 2001) and similar impacts will
likely occur in the Xingu. Reduced concentrations of dissolved oxygen
at the bottom of the reservoir may place additional metabolic stress on
the numerous benthic ﬁshes adapted to the highly oxygenated rapids
characteristic of the Xingu. Consistent with these anticipated impacts,
Barbosa et al. (2015) found that dissolved oxygen and total suspended
matter were among the environmental variables with the greatest inﬂuence on ﬁsh assemblage structure in slack-water habitats of the
middle and lower Xingu.
Species present in the middle section will face a very diﬀerent set of
challenges. Maintenance of aquatic biodiversity requires both base ﬂow
to provide suﬃcient habitat and periodic ﬂow pulses that inﬂuence
geomorphological dynamics and a host of critical ecological processes.
The annual ﬂood pulse is the primary environmental driver of tropical
rivers, inﬂuencing biotic interactions, access to productive ﬂoodplain
habitats, and timing of reproductive and migratory patterns (Junk
et al., 1989; Lucas and Baras, 2001; Winemiller et al., 2014). Current
estimates of the ﬂow that will remain throughout the dewatered section
range between 17 and 25% of mean total annual discharge, signiﬁcantly reducing the wetted area of the channel (see supporting information in Stickler et al., 2013). The Pimental diversion dam will
greatly reduce seasonal and inter-annual variation, removing a key
component of the system's heterogeneity. Fitzgerald et al. (2017) analyzed seasonal changes in functional diversity of Xingu ﬁsh assemblages
using a subset of the species analyzed presently, ﬁnding patterns consistent with a decreased inﬂuence of biotic interactions during the highwater period. This seasonal variation in community assembly dynamics
likely plays a role in maintaining diversity. Reduced seasonal dynamics
in the dewatered portion and greater competition for remaining aquatic
space year-round may lead to both reduction of diversity due to competitive displacement and signiﬁcant changes in community structure.
Species that rely on ﬂooded riparian forests will lack access to vital
resources, such as terrestrial food subsidies and seasonal breeding sites.
The seasonal diﬀerences in community structure observed in this study
may be partly explained by diﬀerences in sampling eﬃciency, but the
absence of many anostomids, characids, and serrasalmids from main
channel habitats during the wet season could also have been due to
their lateral migrations into ﬂooded habitats (Lucas and Baras, 2001).
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aquatic biodiversity post hydrologic-alteration. Monitoring eﬀorts for
ﬁshes are in place (Barbosa et al., 2015), but should be expanded to
include additional components of aquatic biodiversity, riparian forest
cover, and impacts on local livelihoods. In addition, non-invasive
monitoring approaches should be explored and implemented where
possible (Schmid et al., 2017). Captive breeding programs have been
initiated for several species of conservation concern, including the
critically endangered Hypancistrus zebra (zebra pleco); however, these
strategies do little to promote conservation of critical habitat for remaining species. While hydrological methods for determining ﬂow
downstream of the diversion dam can be used initially, studies on habitat requirements of target species or assemblages will be necessary for
more sophisticated habitat simulation or holistic approaches for generating optimum ﬂow recommendations in the future (Tharme, 2003).
The middle Xingu has been described as a river of rivers (Sabaj
Pérez, 2015), where channels approximating the geomorphology of
small streams are interwoven with those of more typical higher-order
channels. Undoubtedly, this complexity is partly responsible for the
aquatic diversity currently found there, making it imperative to maintain the variety and amount of ﬂow necessary to sustain this globally
unique habitat throughout the remainder of the Volta Grande.
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