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ABSTRACT

An assessment of the changes in water chemistry and in the macroinvertebrate community produced during the
creation of the new Llobregat river mouth (Barcelona, NE Spain)

In 1999, a set of coordinated projects and investments whose principal objective was to transform Barcelona into one of the
main distribution points of southern Europe resulted in the relocation of the Llobregat River mouth. The mouth was relocated
by draining the old river mouth and constructing a new one. The aim of this study was to characterise the physico-chemical
properties and the aquatic macroinvertebrate communities of the new river mouth and to monitor the changes experienced
by the estuarine environment during its creation. A sampling point was established in the river 1.8 km upstream from
its connection with the new mouth, and two sampling points were established in the new mouth. Samples of water and
macroinvertebrates were collected every two months from May 2004 to June 2005, covering the periods before (from May
to September 2004) and after (from September 2004 to June 2005) the new mouth was connected to the river and the sea.
During the period before its connection to the river and the sea, the new mouth was functionally similar to a lagoon, with clear
waters, presence of Chara and a rich invertebrate community. After the connection was completed, seawater penetrated the
river mouth and extended to the connection point with the river (approximately 3.9 km upstream). An increase in conductivity
from 4-6 mS cm–1 to 24-30 mS cm–1 caused important changes in the macroinvertebrate community of the new mouth. An
initial defaunation was followed by a colonisation of the new mouth by brackish-water and marine invertebrate species. Due
to its design (which allows the penetration of the sea) and the decreased discharge from the lower part of the Llobregat River,
the new mouth has become an arm of the sea.
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RESUMEN

Caracterización de las propiedades físico-químicas y la comunidad de macroinvertebrados acuáticos de la nueva desembo-
cadura del Río Llobregat (Barcelona, NE España)

En 1999 la desembocadura del Río Llobregat fue desviada como consecuencia de una acción coordinada de proyectos cuyo
principal objetivo era el de transformar Barcelona en uno de los principales puntos de distribución de mercancías del sur
de Europa. En el presente estudio se caracterizan las propiedades físico-químicas y la comunidad de macroinvertebrados
acuáticos de la nueva desembocadura, y se monitorizan los cambios experimentados por el ecosistema durante su creación.
Un punto de muestreo se situó en el Río Llobregat, 1.8 km aguas arriba de su conexión con la nueva desembocadura, y
dos puntos de muestreo se situaron en la nueva desembocadura. Se recogieron muestras de agua y de macroinvertebrados
cada dos meses desde Mayo de 2004 hasta Junio de 2005, período que incluyó el antes (desde Mayo hasta Septiembre de
2004) y el después (desde Septiembre de 2004 hasta Junio de 2005) de que la nueva desembocadura fuera conectada al
río y al mar. Durante el período anterior a su conexión con el río y el mar la nueva desembocadura funcionaba como una
laguna, presentando aguas claras, presencia de Chara y una comunidad de macroinvertebrados rica en especies. Después
de ser conectada al río y el mar, el agua de mar penetró en la desembocadura hasta el punto de conexión con el río
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(aproximadamente unos 3.9 km aguas arriba). La conductividad de la desembocadura aumentó de 4-6 mS cm–1 a 24-30 mS
cm–1, causando importantes cambios en la comunidad de macroinvertebrados acuáticos. Se registró una pérdida de fauna
inicial seguida de una colonización de fauna marina y de aguas salobres. Debido a su diseño (que permite la entrada de
grandes cantidades de agua de mar) y al escaso caudal del tramo bajo del Llobregat, la nueva desembocadura se ha convertido
en un brazo de mar.

Palabras clave: Desvío del río, desembocadura, impacto humano, macroinvertebrados acuáticos, quironómidos.

INTRODUCTION

Urban development is concentrated in the coastal
zones of the world, and these coastal populations
are growing more rapidly than the global average.
Recent calculations showed that 2.69 ·109 people
(44 percent of the world’s population) live within
the coastal zone (Crossland et al., 2005). The av-
erage human population density in coastal areas
is approximately 80 persons per square kilome-
tre, twice the global average (http://earthwatch.
unep.ch/oceans/coastalthreats.php). This massive
human presence along the coastline is translated
into a wide variety of pressures (e.g., wastewa-
ter discharges, landscape fragmentation and habi-
tat destruction) on coastal ecosystems. In certain
areas, the growth of the population and the in-
frastructures is reaching a point at which there
is no more available space and a reconfiguration
of the natural landscape is required. The city of
Barcelona and its metropolitan area (Spain) rep-
resent a clear example of this situation.

Barcelona is the second largest city in Spain
(5 507 813 inhabitants in 2009 in the metropoli-
tan area, according to the Spanish Institute of
Statistics: http://www.ine.es), and it is a hotspot
for the trade in goods and services within Eu-
rope. The growth of the population and the de-
velopment of the economy have forced the city to
expand. However, the expanding city faces four
physical barriers: the Collserola Mountains in
the West, the Mediterranean Sea in the East, the
Besòs River in the North and the Llobregat River
in the South. In 1999, the Delta Plan, a large-
scale project costing 6750 million euros, was

launched. The Delta Plan consisted of a set of co-
ordinated projects and investments whose main
objective was to transform Barcelona into “the
main distribution point of southern Europe” (Ca-
talonian Government, available at: http://www.
gencat.net). The Delta Plan involved the expan-
sion of Barcelona’s port. The planned expansion
would double the rate of the trade in goods by
doubling the surface area of the port. This space
requirement resulted in the relocation of the Llo-
bregat River’s estuary by draining the old river
mouth and constructing a new one.

Aquatic macroinvertebrates were chosen as
the focus of the study because this group of or-
ganisms is very rich in species (Barnes, 1995; Ta-
chet et al., 2000) that can occur over a wide range
of environmental conditions and can show rapid
responses to any change in the environment (e.g.,
Merritt & Cummins, 1996; Batzer et al., 1999;
Bilton et al., 2001; Basset et al., 2006; Jackson &
Füreder, 2006). Aquatic macroinvertebrates have
been widely used as indicators of water qual-
ity and ecosystem health status (Bonada et al.,
2006), and they are one of the key elements of
the European Water Framework Directive .(Eu-
ropean Commission, 2000), intended to achieve a
good water quality in all European water bodies.
The objective of this study was to characterise
the physico-chemical properties and the aquatic
macroinvertebrate communities of the new river
mouth and to monitor the changes experienced
during its creation. The study sought to report the
environmental effects of a group of large engi-
neering projects. Such effects are rarely assessed,
and they remain unpublished in most cases.
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METHODS

Study site

The Llobregat River is the principal river in
Barcelona (NE Spain). It forms a delta of 97 km2

upon reaching the Mediterranean Sea. The exca-
vation of a new river mouth began in 2001 and
was completed in May 2004. The river mouth
remained closed (to the river in its upper part and
to the sea at its outlet) for several months. During
this period, it was fed exclusively by groundwa-
ter. The inlet and outlet of the river mouth were
opened in September 2004. The new river mouth
is 3.9 km long and 250 m wide, with a mean
depth of 2 m. Because the depth of the river
was approximately 0.4 m, an extensive slope was
formed at the junction of the river and the new
mouth. The banks of the new mouth were con-
structed of granite blocks. Aquatic and terrestrial
vegetation were completely absent. The right
levee was designed to allow overflow by the
river during flood episodes, based on a return
period of 25 years (Sánchez-Juny & Dolz, 2004).
The flood waters would inundate a wetland area
that includes Special Protection Zones for Birds

(Community Directive 79/409/EEC) and areas
protected by the Catalonian Government.

Sampling design

A sampling point (station 3) was established in
the river, 1.8 km upstream from its connection
with the new mouth. Two additional sampling
points were located in the new mouth, one near
the sea (station 1) and the other (station 2) 3 km
landwards from the coastline (Fig. 1). Initially,
a sampling point was established a few hun-
dred metres above the connection, but constant
and unpredictable disturbances linked to the
engineering projects invalidated the preliminary
results obtained from this site and later made
access to the site impossible. Previous surveys
from the 80s (Prat et al., 1983) and from 2001
(Alonso et al., 2001) reported that invertebrates
were absent from the old river mouth. The lower
part of the Llobregat River was severely polluted
by urban and industrial wastes coming from the
catchment (Millet & Prat, 1984; Prat & Rier-
adevall, 2006) and registered anoxic conditions
that prevented the establishment of invertebrate
communities. These previous conditions cannot

Figure 1. Study site. White dots mark the sampling stations in the new mouth (stations 1 and 2) and the river (station 3). Satellite
image source: Institut Cartogràfic de Catalunya. Zona de estudio. Los puntos blancos marcan las localidades de muestreo en la nueva
desembocadura (localidades 1 y 2) y en el río (localidad 3). Fuente de la imagen de satélite: Institut Cartogràfic de Catalunya.
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be considered to represent a suitable goal in terms
of environmental planning. After the recent initi-
ation of wastewater control and the construction
of a new large wastewater treatment plant (WTP)
in the area, we expect an improvement in the
water quality in the lower Llobregat River (sim-
ilar to the current ecological status of nearby
upstream stretches). Therefore, the upstream
sampling site served to exemplify a relevant
set of potential ecological conditions because
of its communities of pollution- and salinity-
tolerant invertebrate species (e.g., Chironomus
riparius, Cricotopus sylvestris; see Cañedo-Ar-
güelles & Rieradevall 2009 for pollution and
salinity tolerances) that could colonise the new
mouth. Water and macroinvertebrate samples
were collected every two months from May
2004 to June 2005, covering the periods before
(from May to September 2004) and after (from
September 2004 to June 2005) the new mouth
was connected to the river and the sea.

Physico-chemical characterisation

Water conductivity, pH, temperature and dis-
solved oxygen were measured in situ using a
multi-parametric sensor (WTW, multiparameter
model 197i). Transparency (Secchi disk) was
also recorded in the field. One litre of surface
water was collected and kept at a cold tem-
perature for laboratory analyses of dissolved
inorganic nutrients (NH+4 , NO−3 , NO−2 , PO3−

4 , TP
and Si2+), total organic carbon (TOC), suspended
solids (SSP) and major ions (SO2−

4 , Cl−, Ca2+,
Mg2+, Na+, and K+), following standard methods
(Greenberg et al., 1999).

Collection and identification of aquatic
macroinvertebrates

Multihabitat samples were collected by kicking
at the substrate in all the available habitats for
one minute and collecting the suspended mate-
rial with a 250 µm mesh size dip net. To com-
plement these samples, sediment was collected
at the deepest points of stations 1 and 2 (max-
imum depth 2 meters) with a Van Veen grab
sampler (area = 298.8 cm−2). Three replicates of

each sample type were collected at each sampling
station. The samples were fixed in 4 % formalde-
hyde. In the laboratory, the samples were rinsed
through a 250 µm mesh size net. The macroin-
vertebrates were removed and preserved in 90 %
ethanol for identification. Most taxa were iden-
tified to species level. Oligochaetes and certain
Diptera were identified to family level, and cer-
tain chironomids were identified to genus level.

Data analysis

Conductivity and oxygen profiles were con-
structed with SURFER 8.0 software (Golden
Software). The macroinvertebrate community
data were analysed using the Principal Response
Curve (PRC) method (van den Brink & Ter
Braak, 1999), which is designed to evaluate the
temporal responses of communities to distur-
bance. The PRC method is a form of redundancy
analysis and generates series of curves that
represent the extent and direction of differences
between the impacted communities and the
controls. It is a useful method for visualising
the trajectories of community responses to
disturbance along time. The PRC analysis was
performed in CANOCO version 4.5 (ter Braak &
Šmilauer, 2002) with the average relative abun-
dances of macroinvertebrates in the multihabitat
samples from the three stations on each sampling
date. The resulting PRC diagram displays the
first principal component of the redundancy
analysis over time and can be interpreted as the
deviation of the impacted community (the new
mouth) from the control (the upstream section
of the Llobregat River). Two different groups of
samples were then defined for the impacted
communities: before (from May to September
2004) and after (from September 2004 to June
2005) the new mouth was connected to the river
and the sea. After the groups were defined, an
IndVal analysis was performed with PCORD
4.20 (McCune & Mefford, 1999) to identify the
taxa significantly associated with each group.
Indicator values analysis (IndVal) is based on the
comparison of relative abundances and relative
frequencies of taxa in the a priori defined site
groups (Dufrêne & Legendre, 1997). Each taxon
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is associated with an indicator value (IV value)
that varies between 0 and 100 and a ρ-value ob-
tained by Monte Carlo permutations (9999 runs).
The ρ-value specifies the taxon’s probability of
assignment at random to the most probable of the
defined site groups. Only taxa with a ρ-value of
0.05 were considered key taxa.

RESULTS

Physico-chemical characterisation

A smooth physico-chemical gradient could
be observed in the new mouth throughout the
study period. Upstream, conductivity decreased,
whereas total phosphorus and suspended solids
increased. The oxidized forms of nitrogen were
dominant downstream, whereas the reduced
forms were dominant upstream (Table 1). Before

the connection of the new mouth to the river and
to the sea, the physico-chemical characteristics
of the new mouth resembled those of the river
(Table 1); although conductivity was higher
than at station 3, and nutrient concentrations
were lower. After the connection was made,
the new mouth showed a significant increase
in water conductivity and in the concentrations
of nutrients, suspended solids and major ions
(Table 1). The increase in water conductivity
was slightly higher at station 1 (closer to the sea)
than at station 2, and no vertical stratification
of salinity was recorded during the study period
(Fig. 2). The connection of the mouth to the
river and the sea also affected the dissolved
oxygen concentrations, which decreased from
saturation (100 %) to 40-60 % at stations 1 and
2, increasing again at the end of the study at
station 1, where values greater than 300 % were
recorded in June 2005 (Fig. 3).

Table 1. Physico-chemical characterization of the river (station 3) and the new mouth (stations 1 and 2) before and after its opening
to the river and the sea. Only those variables which experienced a significant change (tested by ANOVA) after the connection are
shown. In order to avoid redundant information soluble reactive phosphorous is not shown as being significantly correlated with total
phosphorous (TP), and Ca2+, Mg2+ and Na+ are not shown as being significantly correlated to K+ and Cl–. Características físico-
químicas del río (localidad 3) y de la nueva desembocadura (localidades 1 y 2) antes y después de la conexión de esta última con el
río y con el mar. Solo se muestran aquellas variables que registraron cambios significativos (analizados mediante ANOVA) después
de la conexión. Para evitar redundancias el fósforo reactivo soluble (significativamente correlacionado con el fósforo total) y el Ca2+,
Mg2+ y Na+ (significativamente correlacionados con el K+ y el Cl–) no se muestran en la tabla.

Conductivity NO−2 NO−3 NH+4 TP

mS cm−1 mg l−1 mg l−1 mg l−1 mg l−1

St 1
Before connection 6.2 (± 0.6) 0.02 (± 0) 0.60 (± 0.14) 0.12 (± 0.03) 0.04 (± 0)
After connection 30.2 (± 4.9) 0.53 (± 0.12) 6.03 (± 2.24) 7.19 (± 1.95) 0.37 (± 0.10)
St 2
Before connection 4.7 (± 0.2) 0.02 (± 0) 0.60 (± 0.14) 0.11 (± 0.03) 0.04 (± 0)
After connection 24.4 (± 5.1) 0.56 (± 0.11) 5.50 (± 2.33) 9.58 (± 2.31) 0.52 (± 0.10)
St 3
Annual mean 1.7 (± 0.2) 0.87 (± 0.17) 7.58 (± 1.19) 12.14 (± 6.43) 0.78 (± 0.30)

SSP Cl− SO2−
4 K+ Si2+

mg l−1 g l−1 g l−1 mg l−1 mg l−1

St 1
Before connection 0.03 (± 0) 0.73 (± 0.53) 0.40 (± 0.50) 24.5 (± 2.2) 0.41 (± 0.15)
After connection 0.20 (± 0.03) 8.33 (± 2.47) 2.22 (± 0.67) 145.3 (± 19.1) 0.73 (± 0.11)
St 2
Before connection 0.06 (± 0) 1.30 (± 0.38) 0.53 (± 0.07) 32.7 (± 5.5) 0.44 (± 0.19)
After connection 0.34 (± 0.09) 6.44 (± 1.49) 1.90 (± 0.54) 165.9 (± 31.8) 0.86 (± 0.05)
St 3
Annual mean 0.11 (± 0.02) 0.40 (± 0.99) 0.23 (± 0.03) 32.4 (± 3.4) 1.36 (± 0.25)
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Figure 2. Depth conductivity profile (measured in mS cm–1) for the new river mouth (stations 1 and 2) along the study period (June
2004-June 2005). Perfil vertical de conductividad (medida en mS cm–1) de la nueva desembocadura localidades 1 y 2) durante el
período de estudio (Junio 2004-Junio 2005).

Figure 3. Depth oxygen profile (measured in %) for the new river mouth (stations 1 and 2) along the study period (June 2004-June
2005). Perfil vertical de oxígeno (medido en %) de la nueva desembocadura (localidades 1 y 2) durante el período de estudio (Junio
2004-Junio 2005).

Aquatic macroinvertebrates

A total of 39 macroinvertebrate taxa were recor-
ded, of which 11 (28 %) were shared between
the new mouth (stations 1 and 2) and the up-
stream river channel (station 3) before their con-
nection, whereas only 2 (5 %) were shared after

the connection. The connection of the new mouth
with the river and the sea produced a drastic
decrease in the densities of aquatic macroinver-
tebrates (from 1005± 393 to 101± 39 individu-
als per square metre in the sediment samples).
According to the PRC analysis, the commun-
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ities of the mouth resembled those of the river
before the connection, whereas they became
increasingly different afterwards (Fig. 4). The
difference between the mouth and the riverine
communities was highest at station 1, which was
closest to the sea. Before the connection, both
the littoral and the sediment communities of the
new mouth were characterised by a dominance
of chironomids (84 % and 73 % of total abun-
dance, respectively) and other insects (9 and
21 % of total abundance, respectively) (Fig. 5).
After the connection, oligochaetes (primarily
Enchytraeidae) dominated the sediment (89 %

BEFORE AFTER

STATION 1

STATION 2

STATION 3

Figure 4. Principal response curve (PRC) showing the trajec-
tories of the invertebrate community along time, which can be
interpreted as the deviation in the new mouth community (sta-
tions 1 and 2) from the upstream (station 3). Curvas de res-
puesta principales (PRC) mostrando las trayectorias de las
comunidades de invertebrados a lo largo del tiempo. Las
trayectorias pueden interpretarse como la desviación de las co-
munidades de invertebrados de la nueva desembocadura (loca-
lidades 1 y 2) respecto de la del río (localidad 3).

of total abundance) and the littoral (97 % of total
abundance), and no insects were recorded in the
new mouth other than Ceratopogonidae (1 %
of total abundance) and Chironomus salinarius
(1 % of total abundance) in the multihabitat
samples (Fig. 5). Although their abundances
were low, certain brackish-water species (e.g.,
Nereis diversicolor and Orchestia gammarel-
lus) and certain marine bivalve species (e.g.,
Acanthocardia tuberculata and Mytilus gallo-
provincialis) colonised and were recorded in the
new mouth (Fig. 5).

DISCUSSION

Based on the physico-chemical data and the
aquatic macroinvertebrate communities, two
different periods could be distinguished in the
present study: before and after the new river
mouth was connected to the river and the sea.

Before connection

During this period, the function of the new
river mouth was similar to that of a lagoon. The
new mouth was disconnected from the river and
the sea and exclusively fed by the superficial
aquifer. Because the percentage of species shared
with station 3, located approximately 1.8 km
upstream from station 2, was very low, it is
possible that the primary route of colonisation
by aquatic macroinvertebrates during this period
was the surrounding lagoons. The chironomids
Ablabesmyia monilis, Polypedilum nubifer and
Tanypus punctipennis, the dominant species
in the sediment of the new mouth (stations 1
and 2), were not recorded at station 3, whereas
they have been recorded at high densities in the
adjacent lagoon of Cal Tet (Cañedo-Argüelles &
Rieradevall, 2011) and in several water bodies
within the deltaic plain (Cañedo-Argüelles &
Rieradevall, 2009; Sànchez-Millaruelo et al.,
2009). The dominance of these species at stations
1 and 2 during this period and their absence from
station 3 could have been related to the presence
of charophytes in the new river mouth (personal
observation) because they have been reported
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Figure 5. Macroinvertebrate abundances (individuals sample–1) and densities (individuals m–2), registered in the multihabitat and
sediment samples respectively, collected in the new mouth (mean values of stations 1 and 2) along the study period (y axis). Taxa are
grouped according to the most probable group (and after the connection of the new mouth to the river and to the sea) resulting from
the IndVal analysis. The dashed line marks the moment of the opening (September 2004). * = taxa significantly associated to the
group according to the IndVal analysis. Abundancias (individuos muestra–1) y densidades (individuos m–2) de macroinvertebrados
registradas en las muestras multi-hábitat y de sedimento, respectivamente, recolectadas en la nueva desembocadura (valores
promedio para las localidades 1 y 2) durante el período de estudio (eje de las Y). Los taxones están agrupados según su grupo de
pertenencia más probable (antes o después de la conexión de la desembocadura con el río y el mar) según los resultados del análisis
IndVal. Las líneas discontinuas marcan el momento en el que se produjo la conexión de la nueva desembocadura (Septiembre del
2004). * = taxones asociados de manera significativa al grupo de acuerdo con el análisis IndVal.

to be positively correlated with the presence of
Chara (Armitage et al., 1995; Jeppesen et al.,
1998; Brodersen et al., 2001; Cañedo-Argüelles
& Rieradevall, 2011). Chironomidae represented
most of the macroinvertebrate relative abun-
dance in the new mouth during this period. This
dominance was most likely related to the high
dispersal abilities of this group (Bilton et al.,
2001) and their high growth and reproduction
rates (Armitage et al., 1995), which allow them
to rapidly colonise new habitats (Barnes, 1983;
Christman & Voshell, 1993; Velasco et al.,
1993; Koskenniemi, 1994; Solimini et al., 2003;
Cañedo-Argüelles & Rieradevall, 2011).

After connection

The sudden increase in conductivity from 4-
6 mS cm−1 to 24-30 mS cm−1 caused substantial
changes in the macroinvertebrate community of
the new mouth after its connection to the river
and the sea. A replacement of freshwater taxa
by brackish-water and marine taxa is known to
occur beyond 5 � salinities (≈ 6.58 mS cm−1)
in coastal environments (Remane & Schlieper,
1971; Barnes, 1989; Jeppesen et al., 2007). The
change from one community to the other was
not instantaneous. Defaunation occurred after
the connection. Three months later, oligochaetes
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of the family Enchytraeidae had completely
colonised the new mouth at high levels of abun-
dance. The rapid colonisation by oligochaetes
was most likely related to their high growth rates
and their asexual reproduction, which allow their
populations to increase rapidly (Tachet et al.,
2000; Verdonschot, 2006). Oligochaetes and
polychaetes (which colonised the new mouth at
the same time) are known to be opportunistic
taxa and have been shown to colonise new habi-
tats rapidly in defaunation experiments (Zajac
& Whitlatch, 1982; Lu & Wu, 2000) and after
massive macroinvertebrate mortalities during
organic enrichment episodes or dystrophic crises
(Pearson & Rosenberg, 1978; Santos & Simon,
1980; Warwick & Clarke, 1994; Reizopoulou et
al., 1996; Lardicci et al., 1997). The dominance
of these opportunistic taxa and the low richness
and diversity of taxa recorded might have been
linked to the inability of riverine macroinver-
tebrates to colonise the new mouth due to the
restrictions imposed by high conductivities
(Williams & Hamm, 2002; Kefford et al., 2007).

Deltas are riverine-dominated ecosystems
(Day et al., 1997) in which sediment and water
outflow occur in the river mouth area (Zaldívar
et al., 2008). These areas show a longitudinal
conductivity and productivity gradient regulated
by the mixing of river and seawaters (Levin et
al., 2001; Boyes & Elliott, 2006), which create
a transition zone where estuarine (≈ brackish-
water) fauna become established (Ysebaert et
al., 1993; Rundle et al., 1998; Cognetti & Malt-
agliati, 2000; Williams & Hamm, 2002; Teske &
Wooldridge, 2003). In the case of the Llobregat
Delta estuary, previous studies from 1982 (Prat
et al., 1983) reported conductivities ranging
from 2 to 5 mS cm−1 and eutrophic waters a
few hundred metres landwards. This information
suggests a strong riverine influence along the
estuary, as could be expected in a Mediterranean
estuary with low tidal influence. According to
the present study, the new mouth showed very
different conditions. Estuarine conditions are
created by the balanced mixture of freshwater
coming from the river and seawater penetrating
from the coast. The water fluxes in the new
mouth were unbalanced due to the human inter-

vention. The river flow has been substantially
reduced by numerous dams and water diversions
along the river catchment (Lloret, 2004). As a
result, very low freshwater discharges enter the
new river mouth. At the same time, seawater
penetrated the mouth up to the connection point
with the river (approximately 3.9 km upstream).
This outcome was a result of the design of the
new mouth. As previously mentioned, the new
mouth is 250 m wide and has a mean depth
of 2 m (contrasting with the 0.4 m of depth in
the upper river section). This geometry pro-
duced an extensive slope at the connection
point between the river and the new mouth and
allowed a large-scale penetration of seawater
and an accompanying salinisation of the new
mouth. Consequently, a drastic change occurred
from a diverse freshwater macroinvertebrate
community to an impoverished community that
included marine species such as Acanthocardia
tuberculata and Mytilus galloprovincialis. It can
be stated that after its connection with the river
and the sea, the new mouth became an arm of the
sea. The lower oxygen concentration recorded at
station 1 relative to station 2 and the shift from
the dominance of the oxidized to the reduced
forms of nitrogen represented the development of
a confinement gradient, typical of coastal waters
with low water renewal (Guelorget & Perthuisot,
1992). The areas with lower water renewal have
a higher oxygen demand due to the accumulation
of organic material that must be degraded, and
hypoxia is a frequent phenomenon (Tett et
al., 2003; Newton & Mudge, 2005; Mudge et
al., 2007; Cañedo-Argüelles et al., in press).
Therefore, several management actions need to
be considered if an estuarine ecosystem is to be
established rather than a marine ecosystem. It is
probable that the most desirable option would be
to re-establish river flow. This option would
mean that more freshwater entered the system,
but sediments would also be transported to fill
up the new mouth and reduce the penetration
of seawater. The management goal should be
to use the energy of natural pulses to guarantee
the sustainability of the estuarine and the deltaic
ecosystem (Day et al., 1997). However, given the
location of crucial infrastructure near the margins
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of the river mouth (i.e., the airport and the port),
the design and management objectives have been
chosen to avoid flooding episodes. To assess how
far the Llobregat mouth is from natural condi-
tions, further research during wet years and/or
flooding episodes is necessary to understand the
dynamics of the new mouth and to analyse the
river’s ability to break the resistance of the sea
and create a strong salinity gradient. It is prob-
able that such a gradient would produce major
changes in the macroinvertebrate communities.
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