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ABSTRACT  

 
The cultivation of oil palm on peat swamps in Malaysia has changed the water quality and aquatic ecosystems. The fish species 
composition and water quality conditions were determined at a disturbed peat swamp, i.e., oil palm plantation, in Kuala Langat 
peat swamp reserve forest, Selangor. Fishes were collected via gill net in five selected drains during dry and wet seasons between 
August 2014 and January 2015. In-situ (electrical conductivity (EC), dissolved oxygen (DO), pH, turbidity and temperature) and ex-
situ (dissolved organic carbon (DOC)) physicochemical parameters of water quality were measured bimonthly. The length-weight 
relationship (LWR) of fish related to seasonal and spatial variation was also examined. A total of 336 individuals belonging to five 
families of fish were found with Trichopodus trichopterus and Anabas testudineus were the two abundant species. The DOC ranges 
at drainage with established palm trees area (i.e., 15-yo(A) 1stG, 3-yo 2ndG, and 9-yo 2ndG) was much greater than at cleared-felled 
(CF 2ndG) suggested that these plantation areas have carbon leaching due to high supply of labile leaf litter produced by palm trees. 
The observed EC and temperature were 5% higher in the dry season compared to the wet season. The A. testudineus showed highly 
adaption with high DOC level particularly in 15-yo 1stG, and 9-yo 2ndG drains during the wet season. The LWR showed that A. 
testudineus was in a desirable growth rate and demonstrated they were doing better compared to T. trichopterus in the oil palm 
plantation system.  
 
Keywords:  
Fish composition; oil palm plantation; 
water quality; tropical peat swamp   

 

1. Introduction 
 

Freshwater fish are an extremely diverse group that has evolved to a wide range type of habitats 
studied around the world. Besides being the source of protein, fish also play an important role in 
maintaining the ecological balance in the aquatic ecosystem [1]. The population and composition of 
the fish community have been used as an indicator for water quality assessment for river and water 
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resources due to anthropogenic causes [2-5]. The major threats to fish biodiversity are intense. They 
have been relatively well documented: the destruction of habitats, agricultural development, 
overexploitation, invasion by exotic species, pollution, including the worldwide phenomena of 
eutrophication and sedimentation [6]. Furthermore, the species diversity of an ecosystem is 
frequently linked to the amount of living and non-living organic matter present in it [7].  

The tropical peat swamp forest system is one of the most unusual biomes in the tropics. The 
waters of the peat swamp system generally have low oxygen content and high levels of humus and 
tannins, and, as a result, are dark brown to black in colour [8,9]. The low pH (approximately 3.5 [10]) 
is due to the oxidation of sulphate soils as well as the presence of humic acid, tannins, and other 
organic acids [11]. Southeast Asian peat swamp forest system support unique and endemic 
blackwater fish species [12-17]. However, since the 1970s, large areas of peat swamp in Southeast 
Asia have been cleared and subjected to artificial drainage in response to agricultural demand [18] 
with negative impacts on the high acidity tolerance blackwater species. 

Indonesia and Malaysia are two leading countries of the world’s palm growers, which produce 
49% and 38%, respectively, in the world [19]. Malaysian oil palm industry has grown rapidly over the 
years to become the second world’s largest producer and exporter of palm oil and its products [20]. 
Consequently, the growth of the palm oil industry has led to the development of Malaysia’s peat 
swamp forest to agricultural lands. The conversion of the peat swamp system to oil palm cultivation 
has a negative impact on the water quality in watersheds [27,28]. The construction of drains that 
cause erosion will result in poor water preservation and leads to water deterioration. The use of 
agrochemicals (i.e., pesticides and fertilizers) in oil palm plantations on peat soil, having high porosity, 
may cause fast leaching of nutrients into the shallow groundwater. In most cases, the fish community 
is mainly dependent on aquatic vegetation for breeding ground and feeding habitat [11,21-23]. 
However, the conversion of oil palm plantations has changed the water quality and physical habitat 
directly, thus, associated mainly to alteration of fish composition [24]. Furthermore, pesticides and 
fertilizers application alternated morphologies in scale, gill, and fish blood [25].  

Many studies have investigated to update current status of fish community structure, species 
composition in Malaysia’s freshwater ecosystem, including peat swamp forest system [16,26–32]. 
However, fewer studies examine succession responses to different environmental conditions 
resulting from disturbed oil palm plantations [33,34]. This study aims to identify fish composition and 
their relationship to the water quality in disturbed peatland, i.e., oil palm plantation. Our study 
addressed three questions: 1) how the block of plantations (i.e., 1st generation and 2nd generation; 
referring to cycle of the oil palm plantation, which 1st generation was within 25 years old of plantation 
and 2nd generation was for replanting plantation after 25 years old) influence the water quality and 
fish composition in their side drains, 2) how well-being of fish (by assessing their length-weight 
relationship) of two abundance species in oil palm plantations.  

 
2. Methodology  
 

The study area was undertaken at Malaysia Airport Agriculture and Horticulture Sdn Bhd (MAAH) 
oil palm plantation that located adjacent to Kuala Langat PSF in the southern part of Selangor. The 
MAAH plantation are about 10,000 ha and was previously a swamp forest managed for timber 
production before being converted into an oil palm plantation in 1977. The location of five selected 
drains is shown in Fig. 1 and described in Table 1. The plantation is located side by side to the peat 
swamp forest. Therefore, the drainage in the plantation area receives water from swamp forests 
nearby. The water is black in colour, slow-flowing, and highly acidic. The bottom of the drainage was 
peat soil: decomposed materials from tree branches and leaves of oil palm, and submerged 
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vegetation. Five drains in the plantation were chosen according to the different ages of oil palm 
planted as they have different depths of peat and prefer different water quality. Also, the drains 
selection could be referring to preferable habitat conditions for different fish species. The plantation 
received low rainfall in the middle of a year (February 2014 to August 2014) and high rainfall at the 
end of a year (September 2014 to January 2015), as shown in Supplementary 1.  
 

Table 1 
Description of sampling drains at oil palm plantation. 

Sampling 
drains 
 
 

site description 

CF 2ndG 
 

Drain side of cleared-felled, second-generation plantation (02°46.407’N 101°40.043’E). 
The drain is side to the area (block of plantation) that was felled in 2013 and considered as one completed 
a 25-year cycle of first-generation oil palm. New palm oil trees were planted in mid-2014. The 
shallowness of the peat in this area (less than 1m) is explained by the following: either i) peat subsidence 
from the 25-year cycle of palm oil cultivation has occurred or ii) the area is located at the edge of the 
peatland dome. The area was flooded during the wet season with high rain intensity in November and 
December 2015. The water was mostly clear as some aquatic plants and algae nominated by 
Myriophyllum spp. and Eunotina spp. Drain’s width and depth are approx. 6 and 2.5m, respectively.  

3-yo 2ndG Drain side of 3 years old, second-generation plantation (02°45.730’N 101°39.946’E).  
The drain is side to the plantation’s area that was replanted in 2010. This plantation’s area has been 
planted twice; thus, it is considered a second-generation (for three years). This drain was chosen as it is 
connected in between the CF 2ndG drain and 15-yo 1stG. Drain’s width and depth are approx. 5 and 2m, 
respectively.  

9-yo 2ndG Drain side of 9-years old, second-generation plantation (02°44.316’N 101°38.911’E) 
The drain is side to the plantation’s area that has been replanted in the year 2006. This plantation’s area 
has been planted twice; thus, it is considered a second-generation (for nine years). This drain was located 
further within the oil palm plantation, a far away from both another second-generation drainage (3-yo 
2ndG and CF 2ndG).  

15-yo 1stG 
15-yo(R) 
1stG  
 

Drain side of 15-years old, first-generation plantation. 
Both drains of 15-yo 1stG (02°45.450’N 101°40.007’E) and 15-yo(R) 1stG (02°43.981’N 101°40.075’E) are 
located side to the plantation’s area that has first planted in 2000. (R) was represented the drain located 
near to the runway in the middle of the plantation. Both plantation’s area is in their first generation of 
planting cycle.  

 
Fig. 1. Sampling drains of MAAH oil palm plantation Selangor, Malaysia. (Source: Google earth, accessed on 
January 15, 2016).  
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Note: oil palm replanting is normally carried out after about 25 to 30 years of economic life span. The first-
generation of this study refers to the area cultivated of oil palm from natural PSF, while the second generation 
area has been planted twice. The second-generation plantation considered more than 25 years old of peat soil 
disturbance.  
 

2.2 Physicochemical Water Quality 

 

Five in-situ (electrical conductivity (EC), dissolved oxygen (DO), pH, turbidity and temperature) 
and ex-situ (dissolved organic carbon (DOC)) physicochemical parameters of water quality was 
measured bimonthly from December 2013 to March 2015 for three selected drainage; 15-yo 1stG, CF 
2ndG, 3-yo 2ndG, and 9-yo 2ndG in oil palm plantation. Electrical conductivity, DO, pH, and temperature 
measurements were undertaken using a handheld digital multiparametric YSI Pro Plus [3], [4]. 
Turbidity was measured using a 2100Q portable turbidimeter (HACH, U.S.A). The water samples at 
all in-situ water measurement were collected for DOC analysis. The water samples were filtered (0.45 
µm microspore membrane filter paper) and analyzed using a spectrolyser device (S::CAN, Austria, 
Vienna). Those parameters were selected because they are among the major importance in fish life 
[35]. 

 
2.3 Fish Sampling and Identification  

 

In the selection of fish sampling method, biological and environmental factors that influence 
sampling efficiency was considered. The selection of the sampling method is also based on habitat 
characteristics and target species. Environmental factors considered were the size, depth of the 
water body sampled, water velocity, and previous and current weather conditions. Due to low flow 
conditions and to avoid disturbance of the biological factors in the channels, passive techniques, as 
opposed to active techniques, were implemented in this study. Gill nets were chosen as suggested 
by Ng et al., [36].  

Fish samples were collected two times during the study period (dry and wet seasons). Fish 
sampling was done at the oil palm plantation in August 2014 (dry season) and December 2014 (wet 
season), while at the forest system, the fish sampling was taken in March 2015 (dry season) and 
January 2015 (wet season). At each sampling drain, two gill-nets with one-inch mesh size and one net 
with two inches mesh size were placed perpendicular to the drain at the angle to get 10 m. The nets 
were placed 15 meters apart. Overall, 15 gill-nets were set up for each occasion. Nets were left 
overnight (twenty-four hours period). Fish samples were collected the next day and transported to 
the laboratory in a cooler box with ice. Fish samples were measured and weighed in the laboratory. 
The standard length (cm) was recorded for individual fish sampled. Therefore, fish samples were 
weighed with an accuracy of ±0.001g using an analytical balance. Fish were identified to species 
following taxonomy key [11,26,29,36,37].  
 
2.4 Data Analysis 
 

Least squares regression analysis was used to calculate the length–weight relationship 
parameters [38] using SPSS 20.0 software. Only Trichopodus trichopterus and Anabas testudineus 
were used in this analysis. The a is the intercept, and b is the slope of the regression line by following 
in Equation 1, where W is the body weight (g), L is the total length (cm) [38]. In this study, however, 
standard length (cm) was used where tails were missing for most samples; therefore, total length 
was ignored in this analysis. 
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      𝑊 = 𝑎𝐿𝑏  (1) 

The b is an exponent with a value nearly always between 2 and 4, often close to 3. The value of b 
equals 3 indicates that the fish grow symmetrically or isometrically. Values other than 3 indicate 
algometric growth: If b>3, the fish becomes heavier for its length as it grows larger. Logarithm was 
used to remove all outliers from the regression analyses as follows in Equation 2:  

     𝐿𝑜𝑔 𝑊 = 𝐿𝑜𝑔 𝑎 + 𝑏 𝐿𝑜𝑔 𝐿        (2) 

Additionally, 95% confidence limits of a and b and the statistical significance level of r2 (coefficient 
of determination) were estimated. Therefore, Fulton’s condition factor (K) [39] was calculated using 
Equation 3 to compare dry and wet seasons for Trichopodus trichopterus and Anabas testudineus in 
the oil palm plantation. W = body weight (g), L = length of fish (cm), and 100 is a factor in bringing 
the value of K near unity. 

     𝐾 =
100𝑊

𝐿3
 

 
(3) 

The condition factor (K) was used for comparing the condition, fatness, or well-being of fish in 
their habitat based on the assumption that heavier fish of a given length are in better condition [39]. 
Statistical analyses of one-way ANOVA with the post-hoc test were used for comparison between 
sites, the independent samples t-test was used to compare dry and wet seasons for 1) 
physicochemical water quality and 2) K values of T. trichopterus and A. testudineus in the oil palm 
plantation. Pearson correlation was used to determine correlations between water quality in each 
sampling drain. The statistical significance level was set at p=0.05.  
 
3. Results and Discussion  
3.1. Water Quality 

 
The DOC ranges (Fig. 3a) at drainage with established palm trees area (i.e., 15-yo(A) 1stG, 3-yo 

2ndG, and 9-yo 2ndG) was much greater than at cleared-felled drain (CF 2ndG). Hence, the DOC levels 
at CF 2ndG was significantly lower than 9-yo 2ndG (p<0.05). Widely range of observed DOC level in 15-
yo(A) 1stG, 3-yo 2ndG, and 9-yo 2ndG suggested that these plantation areas either have deeper peat 
or carbon leaching due to high supply of labile leaf litter produced by palm trees [40]. Furthermore, 
significantly lower DOC levels in CF 2ndG than 9-yo 2ndG could be explained by the following two 
possibilities. i) Peat subsidence has extensively occurred in CF 2ndG resulting from the shallow peat 
in a block of plantation area, which is associated with the low DOC level in their drainage. ii) The 9-
yo 2ndG drain is located deep in the plantation, i.e., in the middle of peat dome, while CF 2ndG is 
located at the edge of the peat dome. Therefore, DOC level was a wide range in the wet season than 
dry season (mean; 78.46±51.21mgL-1 and 46.67±47.06mgL-1, respectively). This indicated that rainfall 
plays significant role in carbon runoff of organic soil from plantation blocks to the drainage system 
(Fig. 3a). Dissolved organic carbon plays a major role in the carbon cycles in an acidic condition of 
water bodies (peat swamp environment) which affects nutrient cycling also influences metal mobility 
and light penetration in aquatic habitats [41], [42].  
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Fig. 3. Box and whiskers plot showing 25%, median, and 75% quartiles. x is the mean value, 95% confidence 
interval (whiskers), and outlier water quality; (a) DOC, (b) EC, (c) DO, (d) turbidity, (e)pH, and (f) temperature 
at the 15-years old of first-generation oil palm plantation (15-yo 1stG), cleared felled of second-generation oil 
palm plantation (CF 2ndG), 3-years old of second-generation oil palm plantation (3yo 2ndG) and 9-years old of 
second-generation oil palm plantation (9-yo 2ndG) at South Selangor, Malaysia. DOC: dissolved organic 
carbon, EC: electrical conductivity, and DO: dissolved oxygen 
 

 
Fig. 4. Box and whiskers plot showing 25%, median, and 75% quartiles. x is the mean value, 95% confidence 
interval (whiskers), and outlier water quality; (a) DOC, (b) EC, (c) DO, (d) turbidity, (e)pH, and (f) temperature 
during dry and wet seasons in oil palm plantation at South Selangor, Malaysia. DOC: dissolved organic carbon, 
and EC: electrical conductivity 

 
The EC range at the 15-yo(A) 1stG and CF 2ndG drains was much greater than at the 3-yo 2ndG and 

9-yo 2ndG drains (Fig. 3b), whereas for seasonal comparison, the EC range in the dry season was much 



Journal of Advanced Research in Applied Sciences and Engineering Technology 

Volume 25, Issue 1 (2021) 19-36 

25 
 

greater than in the wet season (Fig. 4b). Nevertheless, the differences were not significant either by 
sampling drainage drains or season (Fig. 3b and Fig. 4b). The level of EC can be used as a proxy to 
ionizable metals movement in the water body, which indicates the concentration of organic matter, 
nitrate, phosphate, and sulphate [43]. Shabalala et al., [44] reported that most studies resulted in 
high EC during the wet season, characterised by high surface runoff due to heavy rainfall. However, 
high EC observed during the dry season in this oil palm plantation could be due to the fertilizer 
deposition schedule to the oil palm trees. Applying fertilizer in the dry season maximizes the fertilizer 
efficiency, as in the wet season, it will wash out by rain. This could be explained due to the 
management’s proposal and decision. 

Our result shows no significant difference in DO level between sampling drains, although 
dissolved oxygen at CF 2ndG drain was widely ranged than the other drains (Fig. 3c). Furthermore, a 
widerange of turbidity levels was recorded at 3-yo 2ndG drain (Fig. 3d), whereas little difference in pH 
range between drains or seasons (Fig. 3e and Fig. 4e). The drainage temperature range was greater 
at CF 2ndG and 9-yo 2ndG drainage drains (Fig. 3f), whereas the temperature range in the dry season 
was larger than the wet season, as shown in Fig. 4f. The peat swamp area is known for low water pH 
values. Its water bodies have an extreme acidic environment, whiles pH and turbidity showed no 
significant changes between seasons could be because of the rain receiving for the whole year period. 
 
3.2 Fish Distribution 

 
Five species Trichopodus trichopterus, Anabas testudineus, Channa striata, Clarias batracus, and 

Pristolepis grootii were found in oil palm plantation (Fig. 5) and categorized as eurytopic species 
which are tolerable to slightly acidic or slightly alkaline [36]. The abundance of fish was higher in CF 
2ndG followed by 9-yo 2ndG, 3-yo 2ndG, and 15-yo 1stG and 15-yo(R) 1stG, as shown in Fig. 5. The CF 
2ndG drainage was wider and deeper than the other four drains, catching more fish. Trichopodus 
trichopterus was the most abundant fish in all drains in both seasons compared to other species (226 
individuals). In contrast, Anabas testudineus was the second highest abundant fish (99 individuals), 
which were both species highly sampled at CF 2ndG drainage drain. A low number of C. striata and C. 
batracus were found (4 and 5 individuals, respectively), and only one individual of P. grooti was found 
at 15-yo(R) 1stG drainage in the dry season (Fig. 5). Generally, most fish caught in were relatively 
small and similar sized especially T. trichopterus and A. testudineus with the average length in all 
sampling drains being less than 14 cm. The average fish length was associated with the gill-net mesh 
size used (1 and 2 inches), defined as the target fish collected. Therefore, fish dispersal routes were 
influenced by local physical conditions, fish species, and size [45]. In terms of physical condition, low 
connection depths along the drainage system were a key factor in allowing small-bodied species to 
travel farther than large-bodied fish. This could be one of the reasons why T. trichopterus and A. 
testudineus were found in similar size between drains in oil palm plantations. However, variables in 
fish movement patterns are also based on ideal or preferable habitat selection. Usually, they will 
prefer the great food resource condition indicated by higher nutrient levels. Another study by Dosi 
et al., [46] found 13 species from the Tinbarap estate (oil palm), Sarawak, which included the five 
species in our study.    

The total number of fish caught was highest in the dry season compared to the wet season with 
184 and 152 individuals, respectively shown in Fig. 6. The high number of fish caught in the dry season 
was likely due to lower water levels and fish concentration in the drainage channels. The total 
number of T. trichopterus collected was higher in the dry season than in the wet season, with 124 
and 102 individuals, respectively. Trichopodus trichopterus was the highest caught in the dry season 
in 9-yo 2ndG and CF 2ndG drainage with 38 and 66 individuals, respectively (Fig. 5). The number of T. 
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trichopterus was high during the wet season in the rest of sampling drains. Also, the total number of 
A. testudineus caught was higher in the dry season than in the wet season, with 52 and 42 individuals, 
respectively. Several factors might be associated with a large number of fish caught in the dry season 
compared to the wet season sampling in this study. Reduction of water depth due to the 
management drainage blocking schedule and lack of sufficient rainfall resulted in larger fish 
population density allowed fishing gears and fishing methods were efficacious [47] for dry season 
sampling. Additionally, the passive sampling method, the gill net used, was associated with the low 
water depth and slow-flowing water bodies in oil palm drainage. Furthermore, the different number 
of fish caught between drains could be explained in this study due to fish specimens obtained from 
different depths and width of the drainage. Not surprisingly, the result showed that the number of 
fish was highest sampled in CF 1stG, which is a bigger and deeper drain than the smaller and shallower 
drain 15-yo(R) 1stG with the lowest number of fish collected. In another way, the drenched drainage 
for management purposes was noted in 15-yo(A) 1stG could be influenced by the lower number of 
fish collected in that drains even have similar width and depth to 3-yo 2ndG drainage. 
 

 
Fig. 5: Number of individual fish collected in oil palm plantation at South Selangor, Malaysia. 15-yo 1stG: 15 
years old of first generation oil palm plantation, 15-yo(R) 1stG: 15 years old (railway) of first generation oil 
palm plantation, CF 2ndG: cleared-felled of second generation oil palm plantation, 3-yo 2ndG: 3 years old of 
second generation oil palm plantation and 9-yo 2ndG: 9 years old of second generation oil palm plantation 

 

 
Fig. 6 Number of individual fish collected during dry and wet season in oil palm plantation at South Selangor, 
Malaysia. 15-yo 1stG: 15 years old of first-generation oil palm plantation, 15-yo(R) 1stG: 15 years old (railway) 
of first-generation oil palm plantation, CF 2ndG: cleared-felled of second-generation oil palm plantation, 3-yo 
2ndG: 3 years old of second-generation oil palm plantation and 9-yo 2ndG: 9 years old of second-generation oil 
palm plantation 

The dominance of some species is a dynamic process with temporal variations of biotic and 
abiotic conditions leading to other species becoming dominant, allowing the species with similar 
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ecological requirements to coexist  [48]. For example, among the recorded fish species in an oil palm 
plantation, the most abundant and available fish species in an oil palm plantation are T. trichopterus 
and A. testudineus (Fig. 5). Both T. trichopterus and A. testudineus were omnivores' diet species that 
feed on macrophytic vegetation, fish fry, zooplankton, shrimps, crustaceans, and insect larvae [49]. 
Furthermore, Chua et al., [50] discovered that fish species associated with oil palm had superior 
mouthparts, which was significantly linked to a preference for feeding on fallen terrestrial 
invertebrates at/near the water surface. The high presence of  T. trichopterus and A. testudineus 
(surface feeders) might linked to the dominance of grasses along oil palm drainage's degraded 
riparian zones. The sampling method (gill net) used in this study which targeted to middle and near 
to the surface of water column species, could be one of the reasons for less number of C. striata, C. 
batracus as they were bottom feeder species [47,51]. Furthermore, Channa striata, C. batracus was 
collected in this study because they ate the dead fish clogged in the gill nets, especially T. trichopterus 
and A. testudineus as noted that they were the carnivores diet species [52].  

Trichopodus trichopterus is a most common air-breathing freshwater fish occupied with a fixture 
breathing organ called the labyrinth [52], [53] that generally populates in the stagnant water body 
with high aquatic vegetation. Trichopodus trichopterus is considered a strong and highly adaptive 
species that vary broadly in water quality parameters [54]. Other studies [55-58] stated that T. 
trichopterus were found in water with EC ranges from 22 μS up to 718 μS, DO below 3.0 mgL-1, and 
pH values lower than 3.5 having similar conditions to this study. It has been reported that T. 
trichopterus are found in marshes, lakes, swamps ponds, rice fields, drainage canals, and rivers of 
Southeast Asia [47,51].  

Furthermore, Syarifuddin and Kramer [55] suggested the number of individuals T. trichopterus 
present are influenced the forming of feeding aggregations for short-term temporal patterns of 
resource availability. Those explained by the highest number of T. trichopterus caught compared to 
other species in the plantation in broad sampling. Additionally, the other possible reason for the 
highest number of T. trichopterus could be the aggregations' behavior of male fish in the preparation 
of nesting area for the female to breed[55]. Supported by Pollak et al. [56], they reported T. 
trichopterus have multiple matings, and the females spawning several times through the year, 
resulting in no seasonality breeding for this species. Furthermore, matured length of T. trichopterus 
for mating and breeding is about 7cm [38] associated with the average length of T. trichopterus in this 
study. However, no separated sexuality has been done in this study which could be limited 
information to support that idea. 

Similar to T. trichopterus, A. testudineus also occupy with fixture breathing organ called the 
labyrinth [52], [59], [60] having the ability to take the oxygen from the air and also have extraordinary 
tolerate to unfavourable water conditions, which generally associated with turbid stagnant waters. 
Also, this study found a lower number of A. testudineus, i.e., insectivore-omnivore dieter [20], than 
T. trichopterus, which may be related to a lack of insects in the oil palm plantation due to heavy 
pesticide applications.  
 

3.3 Condition of T. trichopterus and A. testudineus 

 
Length-weight relationship (LWR) in ‘Cube Law’ is used to estimate the weight corresponding to 

a given length. Condition factors (K) are used for comparing the condition of fish: ‘fatness’ or ‘well-
being’ based on the assumption that heavier fish of a given length are in better condition [38,39]. 
The relationship between length and weight differs among fish species according to their inherited 
body shape and species according to the fish condition. The condition could reflect food availability 
and growth. Froese et al., [38] reported that 82% of the variance in a plot of log a over b in LWR can 
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be explained by allometric versus isometric growth patterns and different body shapes of the 
respective species. The LWR is useful for measuring changes in the population health, determining 
the relative condition of small fish compared to large fish (from the slope of the regression), and 
comparing the population condition to the state-wide standards deliberated [38].  

In this study, two abundance species (T. trichopterus and A. testudineus) in oil palm plantations 
were used in the regression analysis for the LWR (Table 2 and Table 3). The differences in the slope 
(b-values) in length-weight regressions can be attributed to the combination of one or more factors, 
including habitat preferable, area, seasonal effect, a degree of stomach fullness (fatness), gonad 
maturity, sexuality, biological condition, geographical, temporal, environmental conditions and 
sampling factors such as preservation technique [23,38,61,62]. Furthermore, growth is said to be 
positive allometric when the weight of an organism increases more than the length (b>3) and 
negative allometric when length increases more than weight (b<3) [63]. Hence, the b-values of LWR 
that close to 3 indicate isometric growth and represent the ideal shape of fish.  

The b-values of T. trichopterus in all sampling drains were lower than 2 except for 9-yo 2ndG drain 
(2.14) (Table 2). Also, the b-values of T. trichopterus for dry and wet seasons were lower than an ideal 
isometric value (Table 3) and not within the range reported by Froese et al., [38]. This condition 
indicates that T. trichopterus have a slower growth rate, which they become slender as the length 
increases [64]. Therefore, our result shows that sampling drains and seasons did not affect the T. 
trichopterus in oil palm plantations. On the other hand, the b-values of A. testudineus in all sampling 
drains were more than 2 except for 9-yo 2ndG drain and two sampling drains (CF 2ndG and 3-yo 2ndG) 
recorded b-values near to the isometric growth value (Table 2). Furthermore, their b-values for both 
seasons was within the typical ideal b-values (2.5 to 3.5 [38]) (Table 3). Our result showed that this 
species was in a desirable growth rate and demonstrated they were doing better compared to T. 
trichopterus in the oil palm plantation system [38,63,65]. The A. testudineus have a great tolerance 
to the high DOC, providing a more favourable environment in oil palm plantations [66]. Furthermore, 
the coefficient of determination (r2) values explained the proper fit of the model for growth [67], 
which A. testudineus presented a high coefficient of determination (r2) compared to T. trichopterus 
revealing their good fitness (Table 2 and Table 3).  

The relationship of length-weight can be used in the estimation of condition factor (K) of fish 
species in assessing the well-being of fish [62,68,69]. The value of K is calculated from the weight and 
length and can be used to estimate changes in nutritional condition [68]. Since K value is a 
measurement relating to the length and the weight, it could influence the same factors as LWR, such 
as sexuality, seasonality, fish age, maturation stage, gut  fullness, food type consumed, fat quantity 
reserved, and muscular development degree [38]. Abowei [70] reported that K values of different 
populations of the same species indicate food resources and period of breeding. According to Gupta 
et al., [38], the difference in condition factors could be due to food availability at a particular time, 
strongly correlated to the fish size classes and their relative fitness, which could be linked to varying 
water qualities representing the habitat preferences. The weight of fish increased as they utilized the 
food items available for growth and energy [71].  

Both T. trichopterus and A. testudineus were considered in good condition during both seasons 
as their K values were more than 1 (Table 5) [38,62]. Those results also refer to higher food resources 
in oil palm plantations and become a preferable habitat to them. Crops cultivation showed an excess 
of the nutrients applied to water systems have been reported widely [72,73]. The excess nutrients 
either remain in the soil or are lost through erosion or leaching, diluting in runoff water into the 
drainage.  
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Table 2 
Descriptive statistics on the length and weight measurements, sample sizes (n), regression parameters a and b of the length-weight relationship (LWR), 
and their 95% confidence limits and coefficients of determination (r2) of T. trichopterus and A. testudineus at each sampling drains in oil palm plantation, 
South Selangor, Malaysia. 

   
n 

Length (cm) Body Weight (g) Regression parameter  
95% CL of a 95% CL of b r2 

Species  Sites Min Max Min  Max a b 

 15-yo 1stG 12 5.1 7.0 4.04 8.24 0.813 1.11 0.036-1.812 0.623-2.836 0.17 

 15-yo(R) 1stG 5 6.8 7.8 4.85 8.56 0.111 1.99 0.000-2.556 5.384-9.379 0.20 

T. trichtopterus  CF 2ndG 91 4.8 8.1 3.13 12.03 0.188 1.87 0.083-0.426 1.413-2.324 0.43 

 3-yo 2ndG 34 4.5 6.3 3.19 7.08 0.401 1.45 0.019-1.768 0.571-2.322 0.26 
 9-yo 2ndG 24 5.5 7.3 3.53 8.63 0.106 2.14 0.028-0.399 1.407-2.872 0.63 

 15-yo 1stG 10 5.1 13.4 5.96 82.81 0.231 2.00 0.001-3.862 0.562-3.346 0.57 

 15-yo(R) 1stG       not enough data 

A. testudineus  CF 2ndG 38 5.1 14.5 3.35 83.92 0.034 2.92 0.021-0.057 2.656-3.184 0.93 

 3-yo 2ndG 12 5.2 13.5 4.81 84.90 0.036 2.95 0.014-0.090 2.420-3.405 0.95 

 9-yo 2ndG 30 4.9 7.4 4.17 11.94 0.303 1.94 0.113-0.811 1.195-2.293 0.60 

Note: 15-yo 1stG: 15 years old of first-generation oil palm plantation, 15-yo(R) 1stG: 15 years old (railway) of first-generation oil palm plantation, CF 2ndG: cleared-felled of 
second-generation oil palm plantation, 3-yo 2ndG: 3 years old of second-generation oil palm plantation and 9-yo 2ndG: 9 years old of second-generation oil palm plantation. 
 

Table 3 
Descriptive statistics on the length and weight measurements, sample sizes (n), regression parameters a and b of the length-weight relationship (LWR), 
and their 95% confidence limits and coefficients of determination (r2) of overall T. trichopterus and A. testudineus in dry and wet seasons in oil palm 
plantation, South Selangor, Malaysia. 

   
n 

Length (cm) Body Weight (g) Regression parameter  
95% CL of a 95% CL of b r2 

Species  Sites Min Max Min  Max a b 

T. trichopterus  Dry  89 5.2 7.8 3.13 12.03 0.064 2.39 0.034-0.123 2.034-2.750 0.67 

 Wet 77 4.5 8.1 3.19 11.84 0.398 1.52 0.216-0.733 1.173-1.870 0.50 

A. testudineus  Dry 45 5.1 14.5 3.35 83.92 0.034 2.89 0.021-0.056 2.639-3.146 0.92 

 Wet 46 4.9 13.5 4.17 84.90 0.040 2.93 0.028-0.059 2.725-3.128 0.95 
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The excessive nutrient levels in the oil palm drainage verified that primary production could produce 
high macrophytic vegetation and zooplankton as food resources for both T. trichopterus and A. 
testudineus. Furthermore, the K values for both T. trichopterus and A. testudineus were significantly 
higher in the wet season, showing seasonality variable that may occur (Table 5) [38]. The possibility 
that both species were in a better proportion ‘fatter’ during the wet season could be explained by 
migration activities from the adjacent Kuala Langat swamp to an oil palm plantation, which act as a 
flood plain due to breading season. An oil palm plantation, which is high in nutrient levels, is 
preferable for breading [34,74].  
 
Table 4 
Condition factor (K) of T. trichtopterus and A. testudineus between drains at oil palm plantation. 

 Species 15-yo 1stG 15-yo(R) 1stG CF 2ndG  3-yo 2ndG 9-yo 2ndG 

T. trichtopterus 2.85±0.99 1.61±0.35 2.57±0.62 2.97±0.68 2.25±0.29 

A. testudineus 3.72±0.81   3.00±0.66 3.31±0.48 3.27±0.65 

15-yo 1stG: 15 years old of first-generation oil palm plantation, 15-yo(R) 1stG: 15 years old (railway) of first-generation oil 
palm plantation, CF 2ndG: cleared-felled of second-generation oil palm plantation, 3-yo 2ndG: 3 years old of second-
generation oil palm plantation and 9-yo 2ndG: 9 years old of second-generation oil palm plantation. 

 

Table 5 
Condition factor (K) of T. trichtopterus and A. testudineus between seasons at oil palm plantation. 

  Wet season Dry season 

T. trichtopterus 3.08±0.67a 2.19±0.37b 

A. testudineus 3.58±0.59a 2.83±0.41b 

Different letters represent significant different (p<0.05). 

 
 
4. Conclusions 
 

Five eurytopic species (tolerable to slightly acidic or slightly alkaline) were found in oil palm 
plantation with T. trichopterus and A. testudineus were the two abundant species. The A. testudineus 
showed highly adaption with high DOC level’s drainage, whilst T. trichopterus have not affected by 
water quality changes. Fish's fatness (i.e., a proxy of well-being and growth form) in the oil palm 
drainage system reflects food availability and growth linked to environmental factors. It is argued 
that the fatness of fish implies excessive nutrient levels is occurring at the oil palm plantation. The 
length-weight relationship regression showed that A. testudineus was in a desirable growth rate and 
demonstrated they were doing better compared to T. trichopterus in the oil palm plantation system.  
The condition factors of both species showed that they were fatter in the wet season than dry season 
could be explained due to migration activities from the adjacent Kuala Langat swamp to the high 
productivity (i.e. high nutrient level) drainage system of oil palm plantation.  

Conversion of the peat swamp forest system to oil palm plantations has significantly affected the 
water quality and habitat alteration. A drainage system constructed in oil palm plantations has 
increased EC and pH levels (becoming slightly less acidic). Further research into the direct and indirect 
effects of oil palm management practices on fish is needed to provide a more detailed understanding 
of how fish can be used to monitor and improve water management in the oil palm drainage system 
(i.e., heavy metal in fish and drainage). The basic information obtained from the study will help 
undertake the development and management of water systems. In addition, it may serve to 
encourage further study on aquatic diversity in the water body system. 
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