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Stable N isotopes are frequently used to assess seasonal variation in the trophic lev-
els of aquatic consumers. This requires a thorough investigation of the variability of
theδ15N signature of the organisms at the base of the food web. However, since sus-
pended matter is usually a mixture of terrestrial detritus, sewage, phytoplankton and
microzooplankton,δ15N signatures of the primary producers are difficult to assess.

Since for estuaries under anthropogenic stress NH+
4 will often be the main nutrient

assimilated by the primary producer community, the NH+
4 δ15N can be used as an

efficient proxy of theδ15N of primary producers. We measured the seasonal evolution
of δ15N signatures of NH+4 and calculated thein situ isotopic fractionation for NH+4
taking into account assimilation and nitrification. Then, we compared the calculated
seasonal pattern ofδ15N of phytoplankton with theδ15N pattern of copepods to assess
the relative importance of phytoplankton in the diet of copepods. In addition, we show
that the increase in theδ15N signature of SPOM in eutrophic estuaries relative to
pristine systems is mediated through the phytoplankton community and related to the
intensity of NH+

4 consumption processes enriching theδ15N of NH+
4 .


