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Dynamics of weaning process in pikeperch (Sander lucioperca) advanced fry: Effects of fish size and two different types of frozen live feed

Pikeperch (Sander lucioperca) is a highly valued and commercially important fish species in the Czech Republic, and its intensive aquaculture production is expected to continue expanding. One of the current production strategies combine pond-based larvae culture with subsequent intensive rearing in recirculating aquaculture systems (RAS). One of the most critical phases in pikeperch production is the weaning of advanced fry (Policar et al., 2019) from natural feed to formulated dry diets, as inefficient feed transition can negatively affect growth performance and survival. 
In this project, pikeperch eggs will be obtained through semi-artificial spawning on nests, after which larvae will be stocked into ponds for a 6–8 weeks rearing period. Following harvest, advanced fry will be transferred to RAS tanks, where a controlled weaning will be conducted. The weaning process will use two types of frozen weaning feeds, bloodworms (chironomid larvae) and plankton, while dry pellets will be gradually introduced and their overall share on daily feeding rate will slowly increase (Policar et al., 2016). 
The experiment will be carried out over a 7 – 9-day period and will include two experimental groups based on the feed type: fish fed with bloodworms and fed with plankton. Fish will be sampled daily and humanely euthanized for stomach content analysis. The analysis will focus on the temporal dynamics of dietary composition in the stomachs, specifically evaluating how the proportion of natural feed and dry pellets will change over time. Quantitative parameters will include the number and weight of ingested pellets and the biomass of consumed bloodworms or plankton. By comparing the four experimental groups, the project will aim to assess size-dependent differences in weaning dynamics and to determine which transitional feed will facilitate a faster and more efficient shift to dry diets. The outcomes are expected to provide valuable insights into feeding behaviour during the weaning phase and practical recommendations for optimizing feed transition protocols in combined pond–RAS pikeperch production systems. During the summer school, participating students will gain hands-on experience in experimental aquaculture research, including handling and sampling of fish, feed transition protocols, and daily experimental monitoring in RAS conditions. Students will learn stomach content analysis techniques, basic quantification of dietary components, and data evaluation of temporal feeding dynamics. The project will also introduce students to experimental design, ethical handling of fish, and interpretation of feeding-related data, providing valuable skills applicable to both research and practical aquaculture.
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