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The pencilfish Nannostomus unifasciatus is widely distributed in the Amazon and frequently found in the international ornamental fish trade. Nevertheless, despite its economic importance, very few informations are available about its biology and ecology under natural conditions. During a survey of the fish fauna of the Amanã Sustainable Development Reserve - RDSA (1º30’ - 3º05’S, 62º50’ – 65º00’W) conducted in 2002 and 2003, 344 specimens of N. unifasciatus were collected. Sixteen sampling stations were included, eight in black water (from forest streams not submitted to the annual flood pulse), and another eight in mixed water (receiving water from forest streams but seasonally flooded by the white waters of the Japurá River). The sampling covered the four main periods of the hydrological cycle: (receding, low, flooding and high water periods), with two samples per habitat and hydrological phase. The fishes were collected with hand nets among the flooded marginal vegetation. The collecting effort employed at each sampling station and phase was of 120 hand net throws along 100 meters of shore line, totalling 1.920 throws and 1.600 meters of river margins. The results are expressed in terms of Catch Per Unit of Effort (CPUE) as the mean number of specimens collected in 120 hand net throws.

Nannostomus unifasciatus was found throughout the area of Amanã Reserve and its abundance in the catches varied along the hydrological cycle. In black water environments the mean abundance of N. unifasciatus was higher in the receding and low water periods, although in mixed water environments expressively high abundance was just observed during the low water period (Table 1).

Table1. Mean values of abundance of N. unifasciatus in black- and mixed water environments in the RDS Amanã, Brazilian Amazon.

	Environment/water
	Period of the flood cycle
	Mean abundance

	
	Flooding
	22,5

	Black water
	High
	5,0

	
	Receding
	89,0

	
	Low
	26,0

	
	Flooding
	1,5

	Mixed water
	High
	1,5

	
	Receding
	1,0

	
	Low
	24,5


Our results indicate that the relative abundance of N. unifasciatus in the flooded marginal vegetation at RDSA is influenced by the variation of the water level along the year, as predicted for fish species that inhabit the floodplain areas of the Amazon (Junk et al., 1989). The flooding season also improves the availability of shelter and food resources for the fish fauna and the large area for dispersion results in lower abundance of fish in the samples, whereas the reverse is true for the receding and low water periods.

N. unifasciatus seems to be more common in small to medium sized black water tributaries when compared to white- or mixed water environments (JZ, pers. obs.). Although the mean abundance of the species in flooded marginal vegetation in black waters was higher, another 460 specimens of N. unifasciatus were collected in mixed waters by means of other fishing methods applied to floating meadows, mainly during the receding and low water phases. This suggests that floating meadows represent an important habitat for the species during the periods were the predation pressure is higher, both in function of the restricted habitat available for shelter and the high biomass of predatory fishes present in the turbid waters of the Japurá River.

The pencilfish utilises the complex structure of stems, branches, twigs and roots of the flooded forest as shelter, were its body shape, swimming posture and contrasting longitudinal black stripe probably renders it cryptic. In this sense, the different strategies of habitat occupation of N. unifasciatus in black and mixed waters reflect not only the seasonal variation of the water level but also the availability of specific habitats and shelter grounds along the margins of the water bodies of the RDA Amanã.
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