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JOSEPH THOMPSON of 
Cornwall College, has 
just completed a FdSc in 
Marine Conservation. He 
compares the effects of 
bare and furnished 
set-ups on the behaviour 
of danios. Page 70. 
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Welcome

GEORGE FARMER is a 
world-renowned 
aquascaper. This month 
he steps out of his 
comfort zone to ’scape a 
tall tank. Check out the 
result on page 42. 

DAVE WOLFENDEN is 
curator at the Blue 
Planet Aquarium in 
Cheshire Oaks. He 
looks at the colourful 
Doughnut corals on 
page 82. 

Get more PFK!

FORUM
Join us at forum.practical 
fishkeeping.co.uk

Like us on Facebook.com

Follow us @PFKmagazine

Watch us on youtube.com/
user/practicalfishkeeping

Learn from 
the best

NATHAN HILL is an 
aquatic journalist and 
PFK’s features editor. He  
spotlights the Festive 
cichlid and offers some 
breeding projects to get 
you through the winter  
Pages 8 and 92.

ENJOY SIX MONTHS OF 
PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING

for just £19*
See page 88

*when you choose the print option and pay by direct debit

8 Keep the gorgeous  
Festive cichlid.

34 Discover the muck 
dwelling fish and inverts.

22 Fish facts to amaze you 
and your friends.

Karen Youngs, editor

Recently I was asked by a non-fishkeeper 
what it is about fish that I found so 
interesting — and not for the first time, I 
may add. So, I launched into my usual 
enthusiastic response of colour, behaviour, 
movement and everything else I could throw 
at the guy while his eyes started to glaze over 
and he no doubt began to wish he hadn’t 
asked. But then I threw in a few fishy facts 
about the way that some fish can change sex, 

or go for a ‘walk’, or breathe air, and suddenly he began to ask 
questions and take a lot more interest. Fish are fascinating but they 
are also incredible — find out just some of the reasons why with our 
101 facts on page 53. Read them, be amazed, and then offer a few of 
them up to the next person who asks why you keep fish.

Also in this packed issue we spotlight the gorgeous Mesonauta
cichlids — a peaceful, medium-sized fish that will fit into almost any 
freshwater set-up and won’t eat your Neons, unlike some of its 
cichlidy relatives (page 8). You can also discover the tiny Jae barb 
(page 28) and find out the results of a study on the effects of bare 
tanks on Zebra danios (page 70). And if the thought of winter is 
getting you down already, why not take on a breeding project or two 
to get you through those dark nights? We have a selection on page 
92. If you’re looking for something striking but undemanding for 
your reef tank, check out the Doughnut corals (page 82). Plus, the 
result of our 2017 Reader’s Poll to find your top shops is on page 74.
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If you’re looking for an attractive, 
peaceful, medium sized fish that 
won’t munch on your tetras, try 
the Flag cichlid. 
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While reefkeepers may not want 
a ‘muck biotope’ at home, there’s 
no need to ditch aquarium 
aesthetics to keep many of the 
animals that live there.

42 A TALL ORDER  

Taller tanks can be a challenge 
to aquascape, but this set-up 
shows how effective they can be 
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and decor.
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water, acidic fish will 
love it!

48 LOOKING HIGH 

AND LOW 

Is it possible to 
replicate a high 
energy set-up in a low 
maintenance, budget-
friendly form? James 
Starr-Marshall decided 
to find out.

53 101 FACTS ABOUT FISH 

Weird and wonderful; huge and 
tiny — discover some of the 
many reasons why 
fish are so amazing 
in this special 
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82 DINKY 
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With its 
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colours, the 
Aussie doughnut 
coral has many a 
reefkeeper drooling. 
So, how do you choose a 
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you protect what can be a 
considerable investment?
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the least. But do they affect the 
behaviour or wellbeing of our fish? 
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If you’re looking for an attractive, 
peaceful, medium sized fish that won’t 
munch on your tetras, try the Flag cichlid. 
This undemanding fish will fit into most 
set-ups — and they’re easy to breed, too.

FLAG
WORDS: NATHAN HILL
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Fish of the month

F
or as long as I’ve kept fish, I’ve 
noticed a void. Go into any store 
and for the best part you’ll see two 
extremes. At one end, the tiny 

fish: dinky characins; little livebearers; 
diminutive barbs and rasbora; young 
Corydoras the size of a pistachio nut. At the 
other, display tanks packed out with brutish 
Oscars, panting, overweight plecs, or long, 
whiskered pimelodids. 

The middle ground is a fertile market, but 
woefully underpopulated. If you want a 
peaceful fish in the 10 to 15cm category, you 
need to shop hard. A new aquarist looking 
for a filler will find many disappointments. 
African Rift Valley cichlids have the right 
size and the markings, but come packed 
with aggression, and demand the hardest 
water. Mid-sized oddballs come with other 
problems — Ctenopoma and Pantodon are 
intriguing but predatory, making short work 
of most communities. Worse still, many of 

the medium fish on sale may just be 
juveniles of aquarium giants. Some 
community species like gouramis often 
develop a temper as they mature. Even the 
beloved Angelfish can’t help itself once it 
realises it’s big enough to snack on tetras.  

Racing in to plug this massive hole in the 
hobby are the Festive or Flag cichlids 
(pending species and retailer) of South 
America. Or they would be, if people gave 
them as much as a second look. They’re 
pretty, easy to spawn and more tolerant of 
poor water quality than you’d expect. 
They’re not even expensive. Aggression only 
occurs when breeding, and even then it’s a 
watered-down, defensive aggression. 

A Flag cichlid will work in most settings: 
small fish community, big fish community, 
planted aquascape or biotope; densely 
decorated or relatively minimal. It’ll be 
forgiving to water that’s a bit acid or a  
bit alkaline. 

Legacy fish 
Something of an old timer, the Flag is a 
legacy fish, with a fanbase stretching back 
through a selection of old, archaic 
scientific names like Heros and the classic 
‘Cichlasoma’ catch-all. Nowadays we know 
the Flag cichlids under the scientific name 
of Mesonauta, with a handful of species 
that can be hard to tell apart. 

For a long time, it was a community 
staple that somehow fell out of favour in 
recent decades. Now it finds a loyal fanbase 
in the South American scene, where its 
many virtues give it a prime spot in 
biotopes, or calm communitopes. While it 
never went fully off-radar, it’s pleasing to 
see it experiencing an overdue resurgence. 

The more we study Flags, the more we 
learn. Researchers recently uncovered a 
Mesonauta revelation that no one expected 
— something that would be blissful to 
recreate at home, if anyone has the space…

Flags like to have a 
‘roof’over their heads, 

so add some floating 
plants to your set-up.
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Identifying species
If you have been lucky enough to 

track down a wild fish — 

specialist retailers like Pier 

Aquatics, Wharf and Silksworth 

would be good starting points 

here — then you’ll have one of a 

few extremely similar looking 

species. 

At a glance, the differences 

between the two frequently 

offered species— Mesonauta 

insignis (Flag cichlid) and 

Mesonauta festivus (Festive 

cichlid) — are that M. insignis is 

a long-snouted, slender bodied 

fish with a single wide, dark bar 

above its abdomen, while M. 

festivus is deeper (it has the 

deepest body of any described 

Mesonauta) with a comparatively 

shorter snout. 

If you’re offered one of the 

others, then the only easily 

identified species (while young) 

is M. acora, with a distinctly 

mottled body, like a marbled 

chocolate cake. Don’t get too 

excited though, as when it ages 

that marbling gives way to plain 

flanks and the distinctive 70° 

oblique ‘Mesonauta band’ so 

characteristic of the genus, 

running from snout up to 

mid-dorsal fin.

In others, your best bet is to 

resort to diagnostic charts and 

photos of known species, but 

even these often require some 

prior experience with Flags. 

Differences, while subtle, 

include areas such as the 

condition of Mesonauta band 

(whether it is faded, broken or 

solid; or shaded light or dark), 

whether spots are present or 

absent from (unpaired) fins,  

the density of bars and 

reticulation of the scales across 

the nape. 

Combining a handful of  

visual markers with any known 

area of collection for the fish  

will offer you some strong 

insight in to what you have, but 

even that is assuming that the 

fish being offered is actually  

one of the described species  

of Mesonauta. Which it might 

not be... 

Mesonauta insignis.

Mesonauta 
festivus.

Mesonauta 
acora. 

Mesonauta 
egregius.

Mesonauta 
mirificus.

Who are the Flags? 
At a glance, the Flag cichlids of Mesonauta 
look like a sort of Angelfish/Discus/Uaru 
hybrid, which borders the reality of it. 
Taxonomically speaking, Flags are most 
closely related to Angelfish, Pterophyllum, 
and share some similar, unique features — 
the way the swimbladder projects back 
towards the tail, for example, and the 
structures of the pharyngeal teeth (the 
‘throat’ teeth that cichlids possess).

Flag cichlids were introduced to the world 
by Johann Natterer in 1835 (you might 
recognise his surname as being the second 
part of the Piranha’s scientific name 
— Pygocentrus nattereri). Natterer spent an 
18-year stint in South America before 
returning with a full-on ark of species, 
leaving the task of describing them all to 
reams of eager zoologists.

Mesonauta means… well, we’re not really 
sure. The genus was constructed in 1862 by 
one of those ichthyologists, a man called 
Albert Günther, and he never really 

A Flag cichlid works in most settings: small fish community, 
big fish community, planted aquascape or biotope; densely 
decorated or relatively minimal — and it will be forgiving of 
water that’s a bit acid or slightly alkaline. 

Slower moving water is required 
for your Flag cichlids.
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Farmed Mesonauta exceed 

their wild counterparts in 

size, attaining adult lengths 

of up to 20cm/8in, while wild 

examples usually peak at 

under 15cm/6in. 

?
Did
you

know

explained it. At a guess, we suspect that 
Mesos is Greek, and means something like 
‘average’ or ‘middle’, while nauta is probably 
Latin and means ‘sailor’. Not that naming 
them made much difference to the hobby 
era — 100 years later, the fish were, like so 
many, assimilated under the ‘Cichlasoma’ 
banner. There was a time that you could 
point at 90% of the fish in a store, call them 
Cichlasoma, and you’d be right. 

In 1991, Swedish ichthyologists Kullander 
and Silfvergrip tidied up the genus, 
cementing the status of Mesonauta. As of 
2017 we know of six described species: M. 
acora, M. egregius, M. festivus, M. guyanae  
(described in ’98, by Schindler), M. insignis 
and M. mirificus. Kullander mentions there 
are likely at least three or four more 
specimens in the wild, but a lack of  
genetic material hinders description. You 
might encounter a couple of undescribed 
fish under the names of M. sp.  

‘Manapiare’ and M. sp. ‘Xingu’. 
In stores, you’ll mainly see Flags sold 

under the name of either M. insignis or M. 
festivus. The problem is, if they’re coming 
out of Asian farms (as many will be) then 
you’re likely buying a ‘Heinz 57’ mix of a 
couple of different species at least. 

It is, I hate to admit, wholly unlikely that 
any Eastern farmed Mesonauta remains 
true to its wild ancestry. Furthermore, I’d 
doubt that the true M. festivus is the fish we 
ever see on sale. Your shop-bought farmed 
specimen probably contains everything but. 
It’ll grow larger than any wild fish, too. 

In tracking down true wild fish, you’re in 
with more of a chance of a formal 
identification, but even this is can be 
tenuous. With some cichlids, just knowing 
the exact location of capture is enough to 
isolate which species it is. Unfortunately, 
Mesonauta can and do overlap their ranges. 
To really compound the problem, they 
sometimes live in sympatry, with two 
species side by side, not interbreeding but 
co-habiting peacefully.  

Prices of wild fish are known to fluctuate. 
As the Flags bob in and out of popularity, 
they’re subject to a little boom and bust 
phenomenon. When there aren’t any about, 
the prices can be quite high for an obscure, 
wild pair, but then hobbyists start to breed 
them, flood the classified ads of online 
marketplaces with surplus fish, and because 
of that demand plummets for the expensive 
originals. Retailers drop them until the next 
‘drought’ pushes prices back up. 

Catching wild Mesonauta involves going 
out to areas of tall aquatic grasses, where 
they congregate at the surface. When 
spooked, they jump upwards, rather than 
diving downwards, so scooping them with a 
net is easy. Alternatively, shining a bright 
light is enough to stun them and keep them 
still while they’re quickly netted — just like 
wild Angelfish are often trapped. 

Cleaning up
We’ve all heard of marine cleaning stations, 
right? Certain points of the reef, where fish 
line up to have parasites plucked off of  
them by diligent wrasses, have become a  
TV documentary favourite. 

Lesser known is that Mesonauta cichlids 
also exhibit this kind of cleaning 
protocooperation. Studies have shown wild 
Flag cichlids setting up cleaning stations, 
behaving as facultative cleaners for ‘client’ 
species — specifically Leporinus and 
Schizodon headstander species. 

The procedure starts with the 
headstanders presenting themselves (as 
marine clients do) by uprighting their 
bodies and spreading their fins. They then 
keep still, only fluttering their pectorals to 
stay in place as the Mesonauta look them 
over. Inspection times range from under 20 
seconds to over 17 minutes, during which 
time parasites are plucked off. Any that try 
to flee are chased down and eaten before the 
cichlids return to their client fish. While on 
the job, the Mesonauta stay focused, 
dropping their usual foraging behaviour and 
often cleaning in pairs. 

It’s hard to overstate just how peaceful 
Mesonauta are. They’re not even keen 
on nibbling tiny fish, and if there’s an 
option between a ripe berry or a young 
tetra, the fruit’s getting it every time. 
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Alas, not every fish is quite so game for a 
clean. Other species like Prochilodus appear 
outraged at the intrusion and swim away 
from the cleaners. When not plucking pests 
from headstanders, Mesonauta eat a diet of 
mainly algae, plants and fruit, while insects 
and crustaceans take a back seat, making up 
around 15% of their intake. 

Natural habitat
Headstanders are routinely found alongside 
Flags in the wild, but other typical 
neighbours include Discus, Uaru, and 
Crenicichla. Actually, sympatric fish can 
include swathes of other species, pending 
location. Angelfish, Metynnis, Acarichthys, 
Geophagus, Satanoperca, Serrasalmus, 
Poeciliocharax, Gasteropelecus and a horde 

of different tetra may all be found alongside 
them. The key difference is that while most 
fish will be lurking at lower levels, Flags 
dominate the upper reaches. They really 
like the higher water column. 

Preferred habitats are always slow moving 
— that’s one prerequisite that’s not 
negotiable. Beyond that, anything is on the 
cards. They’ve been pulled from white, 
black and clear water, in streams, lakes, 
ponds, oxbows and even sluggish rivers. 
They’re often found under floating plants 
and over forest litter (leaves and branches) 
or both, especially at night. Thick, bank 
growing vegetation is appropriated, but 
they’ll also take sunken trees when it’s 
flooding season. In the daytime, they 
sometimes just drift about over sand.

Tanking up
In the wrong layout, any Mesonauta will 
become shy and withdrawn, though tank 
mates tend not to faze them, unless you’re 
trying to put them with something thuggish 
like a Central American cichlid. 

Total absence of cover can prove stressful, 
and like their Uaru and Angelfish kin, the 
best kind of layout is one that mimics home. 
Tangles of fallen wood, and dense plants at 
the back and sides of the tank will put them 
at ease. Soft leaves on plants may get 
nibbled if you don’t keep offering plenty of 
alternative greenery in the diet. 

If you really want them out and about, add 
floating plants. Water lettuce, Frogbit, 
Duckweed or whatever — as long as there’s 
an area with a ‘roof’ they’ll be cheery. 

Keep the tank dimly lit 
and you will see more of 

these fish.

Here among the tangles of wood, 
Flags share their tank with 
Angelfish, eartheaters and tetras.
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Fish of the month

Wild caught Mesonauta are one of the guilt  

free, sustainable fish that we get offered  

in the aquarium hobby. 

Responsible collection, and an understanding 

that the Flag cichlid holds commercial value, 

means that packaging and handling by indigenous 

people are gentle. Wild caught fish are 

reported to be brighter than their farmed 

counterparts, too. 

?
Did
you

know

Add some soft sand, get some leaves over 
it, but don’t go mad — you’ll be running the 
tank ‘warm’. Handled badly, the 
combination could cause anaerobic patches. 

Flags benefit from dull tanks, especially if 
floating plants aren’t an option. Run LEDs 
at below their potential, or if you can 
acquire low output T5 tubes, then you’ll see 
more of your fish. 

Turn flow down. Right down. If you’ve got 
auxiliary circulation pumps, boot them out 
of the window. If you own a big external 
canister, either cut the flow back as far as 

you can without compromising biofiltering, 
or split the return, so that it can be spread 
over three or four different points. In an 
ideal world, your surface plants will be 
stationary at all times. 

On to water, you want it hot, and ideally a 
little acidic. Mesonauta inhabit a range of 
pH values and aren’t tied to anything too 
specific, but seem to look their best around 
6.5pH. Coincide that with a hardness of 
16°H or less, and get the thermostat set 
higher than you’d usually be comfy with — 
26 to 30°C is fine for them. 

For tank mates, what do you fancy? Small 
Geophagus? Apistogramma? Corydoras? 
Tetra? It’s hard to overstate just how 
peaceful and indifferent Mesonauta are, and 
as long as they’re not being hassled they 
won’t hassle back. They’re not even keen on 
nibbling tiny fish, and if given an option 
between a ripe berry or a young tetra, the 
fruit’s getting it every time. 

Breeding your Flags
The only time you’ll get hassle is if they 
breed. Mesonauta are proud parents that’ll 
spawn on anything flat (and ideally high up). 
When they breed they’ll produce about 100 
– 200 young, which initially stay tethered to 
the spot, but eventually start to follow the 
parents around. Flag cichlids have a 
fascinating form of communication, using 
their pectoral fin whisps and tail ocelli (eye 
spots) to give basic commands to the fry. Let 
it happen and watch it, you’ll be transfixed. 

To be candid, even when they spawn, it’s 
only a problem in a small tank. I’ve seen a 
stunning biotope a couple of metres long 
with a nest of young Flags tucked at one end. 
Everything was so laid back, I didn’t believe 
there were any babies until the adamant 
tank owner literally grabbed me and shoved 
my head in the right direction.

Seriously, just set up a tank and buy some. 
You won’t find a nicer mid-sized fish. 

These cichlids are easy to 
breed and won’t create havoc 
in your tank when they do.
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Fish of the month

FLAG CICHLID
This is probably what you’re buying when you fork out for M. 
festivus in shops. That’s no bad thing, because it’s still an 
incredible fish, and unless you’re being really, really pedantic 
about your biotope then nobody is ever going to notice the 
difference. 

�Scientific name: Mesonauta insignis.

�Size: Wild fish recorded up to around 10cm, farmed ‘Flags’ may 

hit double this at full reach.

�Origin: Orinoco and upper Rio Negro basins of South America 

(Brazil and Venezuela).

�Habitat: Lakes, pools, streams, slow rivers over leaf litter and 

plants; flooded forest. 

�Tank size: Aim for 120 x 30cm footprint to factor in some space 

if they spawn.

�Water requirements: Ideally slightly soft and acidic: 6.5pH, 

hardness below 16°H.

�Temperature: 26 to 30°C.

�Temperament: Peaceful, with a slight rise in territoriality when 

spawning.

�Feeding: Offer lots of fresh fruit and leaves, including berries, 

apple, banana, spinach, dandelion; flakes and spirulina 

enhanced flakes; 

occasional live/frozen 

Daphnia, Cyclops and 

bloodworm. 

�Availability and cost:

Farmed fish frequently 

sold, often bland and 

washed out in retailer 

tanks. Wild fish rarer, 

but notably brighter. 

From around £5.50.

FESTIVE CICHLID
If you think you’re buying this, you’re probably not, unless you 
know someone who has sourced and identified wild fish. A wild 
Festive is a gorgeous sight, with golden yellow cheeks, a blue and 
silver sheen and a striking, broken band. It’s well worth hunting 
about for the real thing. 

�Scientific name: Mesonauta festivus.

�Size: Wild fish to around 12cm, farmed specimens up to 20cm.

�Origin: Amazon River, Madre de Dios,Mamore, Jamari, Tapajós 

and Parana River basins (Brazil, Paraguay, Peru, Bolivia).

�Habitat: Lakes, pools, streams, slow rivers over leaf litter and 

plants; flooded forest.

�Tank size: Aim for 120 x 30cm footprint to factor in some space if 

they spawn.

�Water requirements: Ideally slightly soft and acidic: 6.2 to 6.5pH, 

hardness below 14°H.

�Temperature: 25 to 34°C.

�Temperament: Peaceful, with a slight rise in territoriality 

when spawning.

�Feeding: Offer lots of fresh fruit and leaves, including berries, 

apple, banana, spinach, dandelion; flakes and spirulina 

enhanced flakes; occasional live or frozen Daphnia, Cyclops

and bloodworm. 

�Availability and cost:

Frequently offered in 

farmed form, often bland 

and washed out in retailer 

tanks. Wild fish rarer, but 

notably brighter. Prices 

starting around £5.50 but 

more for good wild fish. 

FLAGS OR FESTIVES? 
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OUR STRATFORD ROAD SITE IS NOW CLOSED
WE HAVE MOVED TO A BRAND NEW 

STATE-OF-THE-ART SHOP AT
BECKETTS FARM - NOW OPEN

You can still place online orders 
and phone orders for collection 

call us on 0121 744 1300
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This month, a trip into the 
Nottingham region turned up 
some species that had PFK staff 
doing backflips — even if some of 
them were out of our price range! 

How rare do  
you like it? 

WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHY: NATHAN HILL

BARCA 
SNAKEHEAD 
We covered snakeheads in depth in the last issue, as 
regular readers will know. It’s just typical that the 
magazine goes to press, then I go out with a camera, and 
the first place I visit has the absolute crème-de-la-
crème of Channa. 

Channa barca is a rarity, for three reasons. One, there 
aren’t many collected to start with, and any that do get 
caught are gobbled up by a hungry Asian market. Two, 
they get big, reaching 90cm or so. Three, not many 
customers are willing to fork out four-figure sums to 
own one. This was a ‘cheap’ specimen at the bargain 
price of £1500. How the other half live, huh?

It only takes a glance to understand the appeal. Get 
one under the right light, and you’ll see unrivalled 
colours. It’s one of those intensely ‘switched on’ fish as 
well, with a high-functioning brain that’ll soon make it a 
real ‘pet’ fish, more like your cat or dog than your cat and 
dog are. It’ll come to recognise the hand that feeds it, but 
probably bite you anyway. I reckon it understands how 
valuable it is, and becomes cocky because of that. 

Seen at
Wharf 

Aquatics,  
Pinxton, Notts.
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Fish in the shops

FACTFILE
� Scientific name: Channa 

barca (Chan-na bar-ka).

� Size: Reportedly to 90cm.

� Origin: Assam, India.

� Habitat: Wetlands when it’s 

wet, and in burrows when it’s 

dry. A seasonal fish, which 

needs to be factored into 

its care. 

� Aquarium size: In theory, 

you need something 

outrageous, like 6m for an 

adult. In theory, a couple of metres tank length might suffice for a 

50cm+ fish. 

� Water requirements: Varies with season, but can be between 6.0 and 

8.0pH, hardness below 20°H.

� Temperature: Seasonal, from 10 to 28°C, and you’ll need to work up 

and down most of that range.

� Temperament: A moody, obligate predator. Sulky, prone to tantrums, 

and can redecorate its tank on a whim. 

� Feeding: Big, meaty foods. Large insects (think locusts) prawns, 

fish flesh, squid, octopus, mussels, cockles, earthworm. Avoid 

terrestrial meats. 

� Availability and cost: I think this is the first one I’ve seen in ‘person’. 

I’m informed that £1500 is a bit of a bargain. 
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FACTFILE
�  Scientific name:

Distichodus teugelsi

(Dis-tik-oh-duss 

tew-gell-sigh).

�  Size: To around 6cm.

�  Origin: Alima and 

Lefini basins, 

Congo River. 

�  Habitat: Rivers 

and flooded forest, 

in shallow and 

deep water. 

�  Aquarium size: Minimum 75 x 30cm footprint for a small shoal.

� Water requirements: Wild fish found as low as 4.2pH, but in 

aquaria seem to thrive much higher than this. Aim for just 

below neutral: 6.0 to 7.0pH, hardness below 12°H.

�  Temperature: 23 to 27°C.

�  Temperament: A little waspish with each other, but rarely  

cause trouble. 

�  Feeding: Just like D. decemmaculatus — load up on the  

green foods, and be adventurous. 

�  Availability and cost: Note quite as rare as D. 

decemmaculatus, but not a common find by a  

long way. Prices from around £19.95 each.

Seen at
Wharf 

Aquatics,  
Pinxton, Notts.
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A DUO OF 
DISTICHODUS! 
I turned up at Wharf Aquatics last week, had a quick jolly around 
the tanks before setting up my camera, and spotted an old friend. 
If you’re passing by the shop, ask the guys how excited I  was to 
find Distichodus decemmaculatus in stock. They’ll tell you. 

I was excited as, until now, I’ve been the only person I have 
known to stock or keep it. And that was at least 15 years ago when 
I worked in the trade.

D. decemmaculatus tops my list of ideal biotope fish. It won’t get 
big, maybe 7cm tops. It has delightful, subtle markings, and for a 
‘Disti’ (usually ravenous plant munchers) I’ve found it to leave the 
toughest plants alone. So, you could conceivably put together a 
Congolese biotope tank, with some Anubias and maybe Crinum 
or Bolbitis, and only experience limited munching. Unless you get 
a rogue plant guzzler, in which case you’re stuffed and your plants 
will get massacred. 

A small shoal will bicker in a hierarchical way, but never go so far 
as damaging each other. They don’t hide away too much and 
they’ve no requirement for extremes of water chemistry. As I told 
the guys at Wharf at the time, if I had a 100cm tank set up ready, 
I’d have bought the lot. I’d be broke, but by jove I’d be happy. 

If 7cm is too big for you, have a look at the smaller cousin 
— Distichodus teugelsi. Wharf  is carrying both species, making it 
the first time I’ve ever seen them at at the same time. At 5cm or so, 
D. teugelsi has different markings, sporting a thickset black bar 
down each side instead of a line of blotches. I should add, having 
seen adults of each before, D. decemmaculatus develops a 
beautiful green hue that D. teugelsi doesn’t. 

Are they good with other fish? I’ve never really tried. Both 
species are pretty slow movers, and I’ve not known them to nibble 
at fins. My guess would be yes.

Sexing seems to be based on bodily depth, with females deeper 
and plumper. Then again, I don’t think anyone has bred either 
species in aquaria yet, so I could have it back to front for all I know. 

Either way, you definitely don’t want to buy the 
decemmaculatus. No, you want the teugelsi, giving me enough 
time to set up a biotope and race back to Wharf with a wedge of 
cash. Yeah, or Guppies. Buy Guppies. Please.
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Fish in the shops

FACTFILE
� Scientific name: Distichodus 

decemmaculatus (Dis-tik-oh-

duss dess-em-ack-you-lah-tus).

�  Size: To 7.5cm.

�  Origin: Central Congo  

Basin, Africa.

�  Habitat: Open water, often  

in areas with dense aquatic 

vegetation.

�  Aquarium size: Minimum  

80 x 30cm footprint for a  

small shoal.

�  Water requirements: Around neutral: 6.5 to 7.5pH, hardness  

below 20°H.

�  Temperature: 23 to 27°C.

� Temperament: Can squabble and bicker with each other, but rarely 

anything consequential like nipping.

�  Feeding: Ensure green foods, including spirulina enhanced flakes. 

Fresh courgette, spinach, dandelion all good too. 

�  Availability and cost: Second time I’ve ever seen them, and the first 

was when I bought them while running a store. Rare as can be, it 

seems, which makes no sense given how peaceful and nice they are.  

Priced at £14.95 each.

72 l+
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has a broken bar 
pattern on each flank, 
and develops a green 
tint with age. 

D. teugelsi displays a 
solid, deep bar along 
its flanks, even in to 
adulthood. 
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FACTFILE
�  Scientific name: Channallabes apus  

(Chan-nah-lah-bees ay-puss).

�  Size: Reportedly to a massive 60cm.

�  Origin: Angola. 

�  Habitat: Swamps. 

�  Aquarium size: Minimum 150 x 45cm for a subadult, 

potentially much larger if the fish exceeds 30cm.

�  Water requirements: Soft and acidic to neutral: 5.8 to 

7.0pH, hardness below 10°H.

�  Temperature: 22 to 28°C.

�  Temperament: Not really suited to any kind of community. 

Hostile, inquisitive and better in a species tank. 

�  Feeding: Takes sinking pellets, but really enjoys live 

insects and crustaceans. Wild fish feed primarily on 

land-dwelling beetles. Offer crickets, worms, pieces of 

cockle, mussel and prawn. 

�  Availability and cost: Not a big seller, so rarely seen. 

Priced at £19.95 each. 

540 l+
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Seen at
Wharf 

Aquatics,  
Pinxton, Notts.

EEL CATFISH 
One for the HP Lovecraft fans out there, this 
thing looks like it recently slithered under the 
doorway of hell itself. 

There are heaps of catfish going under the 
name of ‘eel cat’ but for me this one is the 
original. It lives in swamps, just like many real 
eels, and its physical presence alone can be a 
bit… unnerving. 

This is a biotope project just waiting to 
happen, but you need to go in all guns blazing. 
If you can take the time to put together an 
actual swamp layout, with a wet and a dry 
area (emphasis on the dry area), heaps of 
swampy plants, and fill it with insects, you’ll 
see these things at their best. 

The Eel catfish is a dedicated stalker and 
hunter, crawling out on to land to track down 
a meal, and even leaping for it. The feeding is 
fascinating to watch. Underwater, it has a 

suction method of suddenly yanking food into 
its mouth, hoovering food up at high speed. 
On land, it arcs up like some demonic worm 
before dropping its mouth over its victim. 
Watch it and learn — chances are that the first 
fish to ever crawl out on to land did something 
similar. 

You’ll need a tight hood for this fish because 
walking is something it does best, just like its 
Clarias catfish cousins. 

Like other swamp dwellers, it turns out to be 
surprisingly sensitive to poor water quality, so 
ammonia and nitrite need to be abolished. It 
picks up whitespot and fungal infections way 
too easily, so monitor water as though your 
life depends on it. Because theirs will. 

They can get big, which is a shame, but 
most seem to top out just over the 30cm mark, 
it appears. 

Fish in the shops
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The place to share your fish, tanks, letters and photos
TANKCOMMUNITY

Tales of the 
river bank 

Win FishScience aquarium food
The writer of each star letter will win a 250ml pot of their choice 

from this quality range of food, which uses natural ingredients. 

Email: editorial@practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

STAR
letter

+

This is my Juwel Lido 200 l tank. 

It has an external Fluval 306 

filter, fitted with clear plastic 

pipes and glass inlet/outlet, CO2

gas injection via CO2Art 

Sodastream kit (single stage 

regulator with solenoid set up 

on timer); standard Juwel T5 

lights with aluminium foil added 

to the tank top to reflect a bit 

more light back into the 

aquarium.

The glass outlet pipe for 

the filter is raised up to 

agitate the water surface 

for better oxygenation, 

given this tank is quite 

deep. I also have an Eheim 

circulation pump two thirds 

the way down to help 

circulation at the bottom and to 

replicate a river bed’s flow. It is 

also placed above the CO2

dispenser, so blows the CO2

around the tank for the plants

The tank contains 30 White 

Cloud Mountain minnows — a 

mix of gold and standard — 17 

Amano shrimp, four Assassin 

snails and I’m now researching 

some bottom dwelling fish.

My vision was to evoke the 

feeling of a mountain river bank 

and river bed in China. But I love 

plants and Zen gardens, so 

wanted it planted not bare 

stone. This choice of aesthetic is 

also in order to make the White 

Clouds feel at home. 

The stem plants are native to 

China, and minnows like the 

small-leaved, dense planting. 

I’ve not limited myself though to 

China-sourced plant varieties, so 

it’s a half-way biotope that intends 

to basically make the fish 

comfortable and bring out their 

natural behaviour... as I have Java 

moss, Weeping moss, Fissidens, 

Hairgrass and Java fern.  

I quite like the deep tank shape, 

as opposed to the usual long and 

shallow tank. But it was quite a 

challenge to aquascape — I 

wanted plenty of swimming space 

but to make use of the height, I 

chose driftwood that was big 

enough to reach the top.

The river stones came from my 

garden. I bought the driftwood 

from a Range store (cheaper than 

other sources by quite a margin).

I then tried to figure out how to 

get height for a bank effect. Just 

T
O

M
 B

O
A

R
D

piling substrate up would not 

hold the weight of the heavy 

wood. So, I started looking 

around for rock that I could use 

to try and create a bedrock look. 

I found some black stone in my 

local Wyevale Garden Centre!  It 

is propped up using some 

strategically placed large round 

river stones on the tank bottom, 

on top of some gravel to spread 

the load; another stone or two 

were placed to support the 

driftwood ‘trunk’ in place. I then 

filled it all in with the two 

substrates (Seachem covered 

with AquaSoil), before laying 

out the river bed in front.

The rest of the tank bottom is 

covered with grey gravel with 

small river stones mixed in, and 

some larger river stones. Green 

algae is growing on the stones, 

which I’m leaving in case I go 

for algae bottom feeders (and as 

food for the Amano shrimps).

Tom Board, email

What would you ban 
from fishkeeping?

Paddy Flint
What would you put in 

fishkeeping ‘Room 101’? I’m 

torn between not cycling your 

tank properly or impulse buys.

George Brown
Pangasius.

Rebecca Bentley
Goldfish. They’re not 

for beginners.

Sue Harper-
Fitzgerald

SpongeBob and Little 

Mermaid ornaments!

Ali Evans
Dyed fish (cruel) and 

fluorescent gravel (ugly!).

John Mcdonald
Shops selling noobs 

‘algae eaters’ to ‘keep the tank 

clean and clear of algae’.

Grover Lee
Plastic plants.

Mark Beeston
“It’ll only grow to the 

size of your tank...”

Emma Judson
Long finned forms of fin 

nipping species and albino 

forms of bright coloured fish.

David Price
Lack of research. We’ve 

all been guilty of it.

Mark Duffill
Buying loaches as snail 

control or keeping them on 

their own.

Sharon 
Robinson

People who say “I did it and it 

was fine” on housing fish that 

should not be kept together.

Find the popular fishkeeping 

forum at http://forum.practical 

fishkeeping.co.uk. 

FORUM

Practical Fishkeeping, Media House, Lynchwood, Peterborough, PE2 6EA

�

�

There are five different ways to get in touch with Practical Fishkeeping: Tweet, like us on Facebook, drop us an 
email, join the forum or simply send a good old-fashioned letter:

JOIN THE PFK COMMUNITY

editorial@practicalfishkeeping.co.uk facebook.com. Search Practical Fishkeeping

twitter.com/PFKmagazine http://forum.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk 

A mountain river bed 
was the inspiration 
for this set-up.
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Steven Baker: I’m fortunate 
enough to have a microscope 
at home and the training to 
use it and identify parasites, so 
that’s my ‘go to’.
I can’t identify specific 
bacterias so if it’s not a 
parasitic infestation I will use 
a general or wide range 
bacterial remedy and up my 
water changes when using 
any meds.
Jay Tito Fantastico Whiting: 

I have an old childhood friend 
that I badger constantly on all 
things aquatic, he’s probably 
sick and tired of me!
Janice Waddilove: Ask on 
aquatic groups or ask 
experienced friends. 
Michael Smith: Look in 
books, do a scrape and then try 
and look under a microscope. 
George Farmer: Never had a 
fish health issue. Heavily 
planted tanks seem to help. 
Kris Dearman: I tend to use 
natural remedies like having 
leaf litter or other botanicals 
in my aquarium. Health 
problems are held at bay. 
David Price: Don’t go on 
forums — it either creates an 
argument or you get a million 
different answers.
Nicky Arthur: Take pictures 
or video and ask experienced 
friends for their opinion.
Alan Jones: Aquatic shops 
are not vets, they also have to 
seek advice on fish ailments. 
David Speed: Phone up Neil 
Woodward and ask for advice, 
providing the fish were bought 
from him in the first place.
Lucy Walker: I do a big water 
change, add Melafix and ask 
in one of the groups I am in. 
Ian Ford: Microscope! Best 
thing I got! Especially good for 
internal problems.

        FROM 
FACEBOOK

Responses to our 
question ‘How do you 
diagnose a health 
problem in your fish?’ 
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Aquarists rate 
the mighty 
microscope.

O Cryptic whiptail
Whiptail catfish are evolved to blend in amongst the wood 
and leaf litter of their natural environment, but this fish in 
Chris Short’s tank is doing a good job of blending in with an 
artificial log.

O Bristlenose family dinner!
Bristlenose catfish (Ancistrus sp.) can be quite 
intolerant of their own kind, but Catherine Whitton’s 
family of Golden bristlenoses seem happy to take 
part in a family meal without too much argy-bargy!

OWho’s a 
pretty boy 
then?
Many of us will have 
seen the bright red 
hybrids sold as 
‘Parrot cichlids’ in 
many shops, but far 
less of us will have 
seen the gorgeous 
true Parrot cichlid, 
Hoplarchus psittacus, 
a South American 
beauty worth seeking 
out for larger tanks. 
This fish belongs to 
Jason Ball.

O Cooler than a Khuli?
‘Khuli’ Loach is a ‘catch-all’ name used for a 
number of lovely, stripy (and not so stripy!) eel 
like loach species. The true Khuli loach, Pangio

khuli is not imported but lovely fish like this 
Giant Khuli loach, Pangio myersi, in Rebecca 
Bentley’s tank are regularly seen in the shops.
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I read with concern Nathan Hill’s Tailpiece on GM 

fish in the November issue. While I agree with 

Nathan that the jellyfish gene that causes these 

fish to glow is not cruel per se when compared to 

something like dyeing, tattooing and so on, I 

really can’t help but think that we’re losing the 

plot here somehow.

Surely most of us became fishkeepers because 

we like fish. That’s fish as they are. Yes, some of 

the ones we keep have been bred for colour or 

finnage but at least they are more natural than the 

Parrot and Flowerhorn monstrosities (I remember 

the day when hybrids were scorned), dyed Black 

widows and GM freaks. Don’t get me started on 

fancy goldfish like Bubble-eyes.

I’ve seen long-finned Oscars, 

Serpae tetras (one of the 

worst fin-nippers in a 

long-finned form — who 

thought that one up?), 

Koi and Bristlenoses and 

I’ve shuddered at them 

all. They are all so 

unnecessary.

And while these fish keep 

coming into the UK hobby 

(with the exception of the GM fish, which 

as Nathan says, is likely to arrive over here in the 

next few years) we’re getting told we could lose 

snakeheads!

The world is going mad...

Adam Kennedy, email

Are we losing the plot?

Flowerhorn 
cichlid.
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O Pretty puffer pad
Rob Paylor has set up this attractive little tank as 
a home for his Dwarf pufferfish, Carinotetraodon 

travancoricus, complete with miniature external filter.

Shiner confusion
This rather lovely image showing Rainbow 

shiners, Notropis chrosomus, was used on  

page 12 of our August ‘Fish of the month’ 

feature, The Shining. But unfortunately it carried 

the wrong picture credit. The photographer was 

in fact Mark Artingstall. 

Sorry for the mix-up, Mark.
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My current stock
● 18 Stendker Discus 

● One Royal plec,  

Panaque sp.

● 35 Cardinal tetra, 

Paracheirodon axelrodi

● 8 Rummy nose tetras, 

Hemigrammus bleheri

● 12 Corydoras duplicareus

● One Banjo catfish, 

Bunocephalus coracoideus

● An uncountable number  

of Bristlenose plecs,  

Ancistrus sp.

● One Starlight bristlenose plec, 

Ancistrus dolichopterus.

TANK
Me & my

What attracted you to the hobby? 
I have always been, and still am attracted 
to water and the possibility of seeing a 
fish. I always got drawn to the aquatics 
sections of pet shops, and in my early 
teens a friend of mine had a small 
aquarium in his bedroom and that was it, 
hooked! Keeping fish and creating 
aquascapes just gives me that buzz 
every day.

How would you describe  
your tanks? 
Mine: big. My son’s: fun. 

What’s your favourite fish? 
There are too many to have a stand out 
favourite, but I love my Discus. Marine 
Clownfish are amazing and I particularly 
love the Jurassic appearance of many 
catfish and L-numbers — anything oddball 
or muddy looking is cool!

What has been the most 
challenging fish you’ve kept? 
Ram cichlids, Mikrogeophagus ramirezi. I 
unfortunately have had no luck with these 
little beauties.

And the easiest? 
Bristlenose plec — a great all rounder, 
these fish breed readily and the young 
need no intervention to grow them on.

Do you have a favourite plant?
Epiphytes, they are pretty straightforward 
to look after, offer continuity and high 
impact. I favour wood hardscape materials 
and epiphytes compliment this perfectly. 
Red stem plants of any species are 
intriguing — hitting a sweet spot with 
these would be awesome at some point as 
they offer a stunning feature.
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Rummy nose tetras and 
Corydoras duplicareus.

Royal plec.

● Fishkeeper: 
Adrian Myers.

● Age: 40.
● Occupation: 

Car body 
repairer.

● Whereabouts: 
Newton Aycliffe, 
Co. Durham.

● Time in the 
hobby: 25 years.

● Number of 
tanks? One 
currently — a 96 x 28 x 30in set-up, 
but I help my eight-year-old son Jack 
maintain his 90cm/3ft mixed tropical 
community also.

Adrian’s gorgeous tank was 
a 40th birthday present.



Which fish would you like to keep next?  
Zebra plecs, Hypancistrus zebra — small but stunning. A biotope for 

hillstream loaches (Sewellia, Gastromyzon and similar) would be cool.

What would be your dream aquarium?   
I pretty much have my dream aquarium; it was a 40th birthday treat. 

In an ideal world I’d like it hard plumbed for even easier water 

changes and perhaps a sump filtration system. If I won the lottery I’d 

have high end fully controllable lighting, which would offer flexibility 

for future projects. I do love planted aquascapes and reef displays 

— there’s always something else in this hobby!

My wish list...
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Consider your lifestyle and choose accordingly. There are many 

facets of the hobby with endless tank and equipment options to 

suit a range of budgets, space and time constraints. The most 

joy you will get is by keeping flora and fauna which fit with your 

day to day routines so it never becomes a chore.

Save money: Research everything, mistakes can be costly.

Save time: Buy large diameter syphon hoses and install a refill 

system plumbed direct from your boiler via a HMA filter if you 

can. Add in an optional thermostatic valve for simple, 

temperature correct, dechlorinated water change refills — it 

makes water changes easy and saves hours of lugging buckets 

around, especially in big tanks!

Things I wish I’d known: Never underestimate the importance 

of water changes. Look after the water and the rest is a pleasure.

My advice for newcomers to  

the hobby
Just a couple of Adrian’s 
collection of 18 Stendker Discus.

Adrian has lost count 
of the number of 
bristlenoses he has.
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Hillstream loach.

In terms of dream 
tanks, Adrian says 
it doesn’t get much 
better than this!



Meet the small but perfectly formed 
Jae barb — a delightful fish that 
deserves an aquarium all to itself.
WORDS: KEITH NAITBY
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AFRICA’S  
LITTLE  
GEMS
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Favourite fish
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FISH  FACTFILE
�Common name: Jae barb.

�Scientific name: Enteromius jae.

�Size: To 4cm/1.6in.

�Origin: Cameroon, Equatorial 

Guinea, Gabon, Republic of the 

Congo and the Democratic Republic 

of the Congo.

�Aquarium size: 45 x 30cm/18 x 12in 

minimum footprint.

�Water requirements: Soft and acidic; 

pH 5–6.5; hardness <6°H.

�Temperature: 17–24°C.

�Feeding: Live and frozen foods such 

as Daphnia, Cyclops and Artemia. 

Will take some commercially 

prepared foods but these should not 

form the main diet.

�Availability: Not commonly 

available, but definitely worth 

seeking out. 
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T
he fish import business isn’t 
a world for those who prefer 
regular work hours and sleep 
patterns. Having been on the 

receiving end of uncountable early starts 
and late finishes over the years, it’s safe 
to say that making a living from this 
hobby can wear a little thin at times. 
After 15 hours of catching orders, 
feeding fish and regular maintenance 
duties, the last thing you want to do is 
wait around for a late shipment to arrive. 
Despite the frustrations, I’ve been 
fortunate to open fish boxes in the 
wee-small-hours of the morning when 
normal thinking people are fast asleep, 
and occasionally seen 
wonderful things. 
This was to be one 
of those nights.

An African surprise
It was only a small bag — no more than 
20 fish swam inside it — but they 
represented a decade of waiting. The 
thrill of that moment, coming face to face 
with one of my wish list species was 
heightened by the fact that I had no idea 
they were arriving. 

By that time I had unpacked many 
boxes from a Cameroon shipment; the 
usual suspects were being floated in 
their tanks before acclimatisation and 
release. Procatopus, Aphyosemion and 
Aplocheilicthys killies were there in 
abundance. Young Benitochromis batesii 

with a beautiful mother of 
pearl lustre had arrived 
alongside Chromidotilapia 
guntheri and adult 

Pelvicachromis taeniatus 

dwarf cichlids from the ‘Moliwe’, ‘Lobe’ 
and ‘Kienke’ groups. Being new to the 
world of fish exports, the shipper had 
included a smattering of creatures to 
evaluate their worth. Sadly, most of these 
were drab cichlids that only a mother or 
dedicated specialist could love. 

And then ‘that’ bag was pulled from a 
box. Despite life in the dark for 24 hours, 
the fish inside it were instantly 
recognisable from the photo I’d seen 
years earlier in a dusty old book. Small, 
red and tantalisingly pretty, the Jae barb 
— a fish I had coveted and dreamed about 
for so long — was finally mine.

This unexpected arrival of miniature 
royalty necessitated a re-think in my 
homing policy. Large tanks with a 
mixture of RO and tapwater were ideal 
for the vast majority of arrivals but these 

Large quarters aren’t 
necessary for these 

diminutive barbs.



www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk 31

Favourite fish

31

fish required something more refined. 
Running a breeding facility alongside the 
imports meant dozens of finely tuned tanks 
with soft/acidic conditions were always 
available to me. At 45 x 38 x 25cm/18 x 15 x 
10in, one of these aquariums was pressed 
into action and made an ideal home for the 
diminutive barbs. For ease of maintenance 
they were devoid of substrate but had bases 
painted black to settle the various species 
normally housed for spawning. With the 
room space heated, equipment was limited 
to a mature homemade sponge filter. A 
spacious tank that held all manner of waifs 
and strays was raided for decor. An ancient 
piece of wood coated with Java moss would 
provide some sanctuary alongside a 
substantial Anubias nana that had become 
inextricably attached to its half smashed 
flower pot. The effect was more urban ruin 
than nature aquarium but it would do at 
2am! 

With all the fish released, night lights on 
and main lights off, it was finally time to call 
it a day. 

Up on the roof
Polycarbonate roofing may not be renowned 
for its insulating properties but it produces 
a lovely diffused light for highlighting fish 
colours. The main drawback for this 
material in sultry fish houses is its ability to 
attract moisture. Once the droplets reach 
critical mass they are released in a watery 
bombing raid and a direct hit down the  
back of your neck is always an unwelcome 
guest. Happy to run this gauntlet when 
entering the breeding room next morning,  
I had that familiar feeling of trepidation  

and excitement that often accompanies  
rare arrivals. 

Much to my relief, I could see the scaled 
tourists had taken well to continental travel. 
Despite being on a lower tier, there was 
sufficient natural light to illuminate the 
barbs’ new home and they could be 
observed picking around the plants for food. 
The introduction of some live Daphnia 
brought an immediate response. With the 
fish gaining confidence and feeding in open 
water it became apparent they were a little 
on the lean side. I was buoyed by the fact 
that both sexes were clearly present 
although a little disappointed that the 
males’ colours were slightly muted.  
Hoping time would improve things, I left 
them undisturbed.

A multitude of morphs 
One mystery that does surround these  
barbs is their curious home-range. While 
some fish species exist in niche 

It was only a small bag — no more than 
20 fish swam inside — but they 
represented a decade of waiting.  
The thrill of that moment, coming face 
to face with one of my wish list species 
was heightened by the fact that I had 
no idea they were arriving.

environments, others have an impressive 
ability to travel and the Jae barb is a prime 
example. In a complex distribution  
pattern; Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, 
Gabon, Republic of the Congo and the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo can all 
claim their fair share. Those living in the 
DRC seem to be impossibly fragmented — 
although this current knowledge may 
simply be down to the scientific  
community giving this country a wide berth 
due to its troubles. 

Having traversed so many waterways, 
regional variants amongst the males are 
common. Some of these are a subtle  
mixture of beige with darkish stripes while 
the real showstoppers dazzle in 
combinations of red and charcoal blue. 
Larger than their counterparts, females 
tend to be fairly uniform across their range 
but carry none of the glory. Quite where all 
the divergence begins and ends is still open 
for debate as there are numerous African 
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Typical Jae barb habitat 
in the Congo — soft 
acidic water under a 

forest canopy.
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barbs sharing the profile and waters of  
the Jae barb, yet appearing quite different  
in colour. 

Keep them cool
Despite outward differences, the scattered 
populations of this species share a 
preference for similar habitats. Shallow 
streams and swamps hidden under a veil of 
forest canopy are their favoured haunts. In 
this world of sporadic sunlight, water 
temperatures are lowered and this should 
be reflected when keeping them in 
aquariums. For them to really come alive, 
aim for something in the mid to upper 
60°sF. Soft, acidic conditions are critical to 
their wellbeing and the addition of dried 
leaves such as oak or beech will infuse 
aquariums with the tannins found in nature. 

For a fish that spends most of its life in the 
shadows, I’ve found these barbs to be quite 
amenable under aquarium lights. Biotope 
enthusiasts will be looking at something 
more subdued but I haven’t found this 
essential. In terms of decor, roots, plants 
and a decent handful of terrestrial leaves 
will create shaded spots for rooting  
around in. This style of environment  
will provide a flavour of the wild without  
the complications of maintaining a  
tricky biotope.

Once settled, these fish are surprisingly 
gregarious. The real key to seeing them out 
and about is numbers and they really thrive 
in company. If you manage to find some, go 
for as many as you can afford. Tank 
constraints obviously play a role here but 
my recommendation would be around 15 
fish in a 90cm/36in aquarium. 

Personally, I wouldn’t dilute their charm 
by introducing any other species and  
if you do, you may miss out on some 
interesting behaviour, particularly by the 
males displaying to one another. If a  
pecking order is created from these 
skirmishes, it’s not clearly defined from  
our perspective as no one fish ever appears 
to dominate.   

A large proportion of their day is spent 

picking about for small edible items which 
would indicate a similar strategy in the wild. 
So, try to feed them little and often if 
possible. Daphnia, Cyclops and Artemia are 
all taken with relish. They are also 
surprisingly easy to wean onto commercial 
dry foods, although I would feed these in 
moderation. Stimulate them with live foods 
and you will be rewarded not only with 
sparkling fish but the possibility of watching 
them spawn. 

The natural breeding rhythm 
concentrates on laying a small number of 
eggs over several days and makes for 
entertaining viewing. Males will vie with 
one another during these periods and follow 
ready to spawn females around the tank. 
Calling the tune, she will pick a favoured 
location where eggs are laid and fertilised, 
usually among fine leaved plants. I suspect 
that only a single egg is released  
at a time, yet having watched this behaviour 

This little fish was originally 

described by Belgian born 

zoologist George Boulenger in 

1903 as Barbus jae but it has 

since been moved to a more 

specific family group and is 

currently known as Enteromius 

jae. In terms of common name, 

nobody has ventured anything 

beyond Jae barbs.

?
Did
you

know

Wild Jae barb caught on 
an expedition to Belle 
Ville, South Cameroon.

Given space, pairs of male fish 
can be found darting around the 
tank in parallel formation, taught 
fins twitching and tails swatting.
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Anubias barteri 

‘Coffeefolia’ growing 
alongside Jae barb habitat 

in South Cameroon.
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Don’t dilute the charm of these barbs 
by introducing other species to the 
tank. You may also miss out on some 
interesting behaviour, particularly by 
the males displaying to one another.

on several occasions I must admit that I’m 
still none the wiser. 

Surprise, surprise… 
Within a month, the 17 barbs that arrived 
from Cameroon had blossomed into 
glorious fish. A varied diet had seen them fill 
out after the rigours of being caught, held 
and transported. Now shiny and vibrant red, 
the males were coloured beyond all my 
hopes. It probably helped that I had little 
time for fussing over them. With duties 
limited to feeding and the odd water change, 
this regime of idleness had an unexpected 

side effect. 
One evening, peering into the tank with 

my trusty torch, I caught a glimpse of the 
first youngster, then another, then another. 
The more I looked the more I found. Despite 
a mixture of sizes, they were all beyond a 
point where the adults could threaten their 
existence. In this unmanaged tank, the 
elements had aligned by chance to create 
the perfect breeding environment. Cool, 
undisturbed, not particularly clean, with 
plenty of plants to provide refuge and food 
for the fry. It seems this fish breeding lark is 
way easier than I had thought...

TOP TIP
Be cautious about 

trying to spawn Jae barbs 

in a breeding tank. Single 

pairs don’t have the same lustre 

for procreation away from the 

group. It’s better to let them 

reproduce in the main tank 

and hope that a few fry 

survive. 

Favourite fish



If we imagine a marine environment, it’s often a coral reef 
paradise that springs to mind, even though many habitats 
are far from it. But while we may not want to replicate the 
‘muck biotope’ at home, there’s no need to ditch aquarium 
aesthetics to keep many of the animals that live there.
WORDS: CHRIS SERGEANTA
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Where there’s 

MUCK…

One family of predators actively mimics 
the corals, sponges and tunicates that 
grow on the rocks among which they 
hide. Frogfish from the family 
Antennariidae lack a swimbladder but 
possess prehensile pectoral fins with 
which they crawl slowly over the terrain. 
Once a prey item is close enough, they 
can open and expand their mouth in just 
six thousandths of a second, engulfing 
their prey before it has time to react. 

HAIRY FROGFISH
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I
n the aquarium world, biotope tanks 
have never been more popular. Little 
slices of natural habitat recreated 
perfectly to resemble everything  from 

a fast-flowing Burmese mountain stream, a 
tannin stained Colombian blackwater 
tributary or an Okavango delta inspired 
swamp. Biotopes are not exclusively for the 
freshwater aquarist either. Caribbean reefs, 
dominated by staghorn and brain corals, or a 
shoal of Lyretail anthias, hovering around 
coral bommies covered in Xenia in a nod to 
the Red Sea, are all within the realms of the 
average marine aquarist. 

Recreating nature is extremely rewarding, 
and replicating an animal’s natural habitat 
often entices out particular behaviours that 
would be lost in a generic set-up. Take 
Nathan Hill’s flooded forest pool biotope 
(PFK June) where the Neon tetras it housed 
were observed ambushing prey. Here was a 
common aquarium inhabitant, displaying a 
completely different feeding strategy, and 
one that was unlikely to be encountered 
within the average community tank. 

But there’s one type of natural 
environment that isn’t worth replicating, no 
matter how much you might want to keep 
the species that live there. It’s a load of muck 
— literally. Simply put, it’s a term used to 
describe a sandy, silty, muddy nothingness of 
an environment, away from the glitz of the 
main reefs. Sheltered away from the rough 
and tumble of reef life, muck sites are often 
situated in bays and estuaries, close to river 
mouths, and washed with gentle current 
which brings with it a guaranteed source of 
nutrients. These underwater landscapes can 
initially appear barren, and human pollution 
is often visible, with tyres, cans,  bottles, 
chunks of scrap metal and other junk dotting 
the landscape along with small outcrops of 
rocks and coral. But offer me the chance to 
go diving at one of these sites, and I’d snatch 
your hand off. What they lack in general 
aesthetics, the inhabitants more than make 
up for, with the most famous destinations 
almost all found within the Coral Triangle in 
the Indo-West Pacific. 

Muck sites house a staggering array of 
cephalopods, crustaceans, cnidarians, 
molluscs, nudibranchs and echinoderms — 
that’s before you even consider the fish. And 
along with the rarer and more unusual 
animals, a large number of the staple reef 
species available in the trade call muck sites 
their home. With little in the way of cover, 
muck inhabitants have to make use of their 
surroundings to survive, taking shelter in 
whatever is available, be it living, natural or 
man-made, hiding themselves beneath the 
sand, or relying on camouflage or mimicry to 
deceive predators.

While all these animals naturally dwell in 
muck environments, this doesn’t mean they 
are bound to a life in and around the silt, and 
they certainly don’t need it replicated to 
survive. Many happily adapt to life in a reef 
set-up, so you don’t need to sacrifice tank 
aesthetics to get that correct biotope. While 
some animals might make use of human 
litter in the wild, few of us want empty cans 
or beer bottles as decor, after all!

Like clownfish, porcelain crabs engage in 
commensal relationships with anemones. 

They are not true crabs as they only possess 
three pairs of walking legs and are more 
closely related to squat lobsters. These 

decapods are filter feeders, using the setae on 
their mouthparts to collect plankton and 

organic matter from the water column, but 
also feed on the mucus produced by their host 

anemone. While these crabs appreciate the 
presence of an anemone in the aquarium, 

they will survive without them. 

Habitats

PORCELAIN CRABS
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Anemonefish are slow swimmers, so seek shelter within an 
anemones’ tentacles, protected from the stinging 
nematocysts by their mucus coating. But they will also  
make use of other objects, such as human rubbish, shown 
here in the form of an empty bottle, which has become a 
nursery for developing eggs. In the aquarium anemonefish 
will happily host anything, be it other corals, rockwork or 
even powerheads. 

The so-called Carrying crabs, Dorippe frascone, will carry 
stinging or spiny invertebrates such as anemones, urchins and 
upside-down jellies for protection, holding them aloft with 
their rear legs as they scuttle between feeding sites. 

CARRYING CRAB

ANEMONEFISH

Tube anemones secrete a parchment-like tube within 
which they dwell, leaving just their tentacles exposed, 
waving in the current to catch their food. In an aquarium 
setting, they require a deep sandbed and need regular 
supplementary feeding.

TUBE ANEMONE

Smaller anemones can be 
used by marine 
invertebrates, particularly 
crabs, when moving 
between the isolated 
outcrops. The anemone 
hermit crab, Dardanus 
pedunculatus, will adorn 
its shell with anemones, 
usually Calliactis polypus, 
to provide extra protection 
against would-be 
predators. As the hermit 
crab grows and changes 
its shell, it will move 
across any anemones to 
the new shell too. 

HERMIT CRAB

Carpet anemones have a habit of  
aquarium in search of that ideal   
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Habitats

Coconut octopuses, 
Octopus marginatus, carry 
around discarded coconut 
shells for protection. 

Carpet anemones, Stichodactyla haddoni and S. gigantea, make 
their home directly in the substrate. With their pedal discs or tubes 
buried below the surface, if disturbed they simply retreat beneath 
the substrate until the coast is clear. Carpet anemones have a habit 
of wandering around the aquarium in search of an ideal spot, so 
where you first place one may not be where the anemone decides to 
reside. Excavating a small area near the base of some rockwork and 
reducing the flow to that area may help an anemone to settle in a 
particular spot. Larger species such as S. haddoni, and the true 
carpet anemone, S. gigantea, require ample surrounding space, and 
any converging sessile invertebrates are likely to be stung. 

CARPET ANEMONES

OCTOPUS

Stargazers, Uranoscopus 

sulphurous, bury themselves 
just below the surface with 
only their eyes exposed, 
waiting to ambush their prey. 

STARGAZER

 wandering around the 
 spot.
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Clownfish are often found sharing 
their anemones with commensal 
crustaceans, which feed on leftover 
scraps of food. 

TOP TIP
Research any potential 

purchase to ensure 

compatibility with your set-up. 

While muck critters don’t need 

muck, many will appreciate or 

require open expanses of sand, 

and in some cases deep sand 

beds to create a burrow 

in which to feel at 

home. 

ANEMONE SHRIMP

Slow moving sea urchins play home 
to an array of small crustaceans and 
fish who use their hosts as a free 
mode of transport. Such is the draw 
of the refuge provided by sea urchins 
that shoals of Bangaii cardinalfish 
call them home. 

BANGGAI CARDINAL
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Yellow sea cucumbers, Colochirus robustus, aggregate in 
large groups, extending out their branching arms into the 
current to filter feed. In an aquarium environment, these 
echinoderms seek out an area of medium to high flow, and 
will benefit from supplementary feeding with a dried or liquid 
plankton feed. Sea cucumbers do come with the risk of 
potentially poisoning tank mates. This only happens in 
extreme cases when they inhale water before rupturing and 
expelling a variety of defensive chemicals to put off a 
potential predator. A sea cucumber’s exact chemical 
composition varies between species, so the potential damage 
is dictated by the species kept. Ensure you have sufficient 
coverage on intake pipes, and that they cannot accidently 
climb into powerheads or overflow, to negate the risk.

Boxer crabs are small yet beautiful crabs noted 
for their symbiotic relationship with tiny 
anemones from the genus Alicia. Brandishing 
an anemone in each claw, the Boxer crab uses 
them as a form of defence when threatened, as 
well as for collecting food. In return, the 
anemones are carried from meal to meal, 
feeding off the crab’s scraps. In the absence of 
an anemone, crabs will seek to steal one from a 
rival, with both then splitting their anemones in 
two to form a pair again. Reaching a carapace 
size of just 2cm, they will ‘disappear’ into the 
rockwork of a larger aquarium, so are best kept 
in tanks of 30 l or more if you want to see them.

Imperial shrimp, Periclimenes imperator, often hitch lifts on 
passing nudibranchs, which are present in a kaleidoscope of 
colours on muck sites. However, with very few exceptions, they 
are often doomed to starve in home aquariums as their highly-
specialised diets are hard to replicate. 

Fire dartfish, Nemateleotris magnifica, 
are also muck specialists, creating or 
stealing existing burrows around the 
rockwork above which they hover, 
feeding on zooplankton in the water 
column. True pairs will coincide happily 
together, although the aquarium needs 
a tightly fitting lid as they are prone to 
jumping if stressed or startled. 

FIREFISH

BOXER CRAB

HITCH-HIKING SHRIMP

YELLOW CUCUMBER
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Ribbon eels, Rhinomuraena 

quaesita, are ambush hunters, 
lurking in burrows at the base of 
the rocks. Like morays, they 
possess slime glands and they use 
the mucous produced to protect 
their bodies from injury as they 
burrow in the substrate.  
Ribbon eels are best avoided  
in the aquarium, as  
transitioning them from  
live to inert foods can be  
extremely difficult. 

Other, larger shrimp 
from the order 
Stomatopoda also 
dig burrows in the 
substrate, although 
sharing their 
burrow is out of the 
question, as other 
crustaceans and  
fish feature high on 
their menu. 

Spearing Mantis 
shrimp, like the one 
pictured here, u
spines to stab a p  
their food items. 

When planning to keep these species in the aquarium, a 
suitable, deep substrate supported with larger pieces for rock 
fragments and broken shell should be provided to allow the 
Mantis to dig a burrow in which it will feel secure. PVC piping 
buried under the sand or mixed in with rockwork also serves to 
act as a tunnel and alleviate any fears of shell-rot caused by the 
stress of being unable to avoid intense lighting periods. Zebra 
mantis shrimp are ambush hunters, so will spend some time 
hidden away in their burrows. Just remember that those 

raptorial appendages will make short work of stray fingers!

RIBBON EEL MANTIS SHRIMP

The Blacksaddled toby, Canthigaster coronata, 
feeds on molluscs and crustaceans lurking in 
the sand, using its four fused teeth to crush 
through the toughened shells and exoskeletons. 

PUFFER FISH

HARLEQUIN SHRIMP

Harlequin shrimp, Hymenocera picta, can be 
found tucked under dead corals or rock 
structures. These shrimps have a very 
specialised diet of sea stars, on which they 
feed exclusively. While this isn’t impossible 
to replicate, it means that the tank should be 
replenished frequently — but as sea stars are 
one of the most common live rock 
hitchhikers, it is certainly doable. It has been 
suggested that Harlequin shrimp predate on 
much larger sea stars by puncturing their 
water vascular system with the spikes on one 
of their pairs of legs, immobilising them and 
allowing the shrimp to feed at leisure. By 
eating the tips of the arms first, they can 
keep their prey alive, and 
thus fresh, for longer.

As well as providing shelter, rocks and coral bommies 
with their numerous nooks and crannies make perfect 
vantage points for predators. Small moray eel species 
hide within the rockwork, leaving just their head 
exposed before leaving their lair to hunt during the 
cover of darkness. 

MORAY EEL
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Muck sites are also home to one 

of the most feared aquarium 

hitchhikers, the Bobbit worm, 

Eunice aphroditois. These 

worms use razor-sharp teeth 

to pluck fish and other prey 

from the water column and 

have gained notoriety for 

entering reef tanks hidden in 

live rock, decimating coral and 

fish collections. A 4ft worm 

was removed from Blue Reef 

Aquarium, Newquay, and a 3.5ft 

specimen from a display tank 

at Maidenhead Aquatics @ 

Woking, but not until both had 

wreaked havoc. 

?
Did
you

know

Venomous species such as the Dwarf lionfish, 
Dendrochirus brachypterus, are commonly 

found hiding, camouflaged among the rocks. 
Remaining motionless for long periods, they 

allow potential food species to venture within 
reach before they strike, inhaling the 

unsuspecting prey by quickly opening their 
mouth and creating a vacuum. Despite their 

predatory nature, in an aquarium the fin tassels 
can bring unwanted attention from other 

species so take care when choosing tank mates. 

DWARF LIONFISH

MANDARINFISH

The Mandarin’s psychedelic colours and constant foraging 
behaviour endears them to fishkeepers. In the wild,  
Synchiropus splendidus stay close to their rocky homes by day, 
but become more active at dusk, coming together and rising up 
in the water column to perform a synchronised spawning 
display. They do best in large, established tanks with plenty of 
live rock to harbour the micro crustaceans they feed on. 
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Taller tanks can be a challenge to 
aquascape, but this set-up shows just 
how effective they can be with the 
right choice of plants and decor.

WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHY: GEORGE FARMER

W
hen it comes to the tanks I use for aquascaping, my favourites are those 
that are wider front to back than they are tall — for me a large part of 
creating a successful layout is to achieve an effective sense of depth 
that leads the eye through the aquascape in all three dimensions. 

So, I knew that the Superfish Home 80 aquarium would present a challenge when it 
came to achieving this effect . The Home 80 is a tall and relatively narrow tank 
measuring 65cm/26in long, 53cm/22.5in tall and just 31cm/12.5in front to back. but I 
wanted to step out of my comfort zone for a bit, and this provided the ideal opportunity.

ATALL
ORDER

The kit 
This aquarium is supported on a plastic 
plinth that’s smaller than the tank base, 
which adds a sense of modern styling. The 
light unit is integrated to a plastic surround 
that’s hinged allowing easy maintenance. 
The LEDs aren’t particularly high powered 
but sufficient to grow most medium 
demanding plants, especially if a good soil, 
fertilisers and CO2 injection are used. 
There’s a filter and heater compartment 
that’s built in to the side of the aquarium, 
hiding them effectively.

Due to the height of the tank I was a little 
concerned that there would not be enough 
light reaching the bottom, so I opted for less 
demanding plants. 

I almost always use a good soil in my 
aquascapes to help give the plants the best 
possible conditions. In this case I opted for 
Colombo Pro Soil and deliberately sloped it 

Getting plenty of height 
in the decor is essential to 
aquascaping a tall tank well.

The Guppies added just the 
right splash of colour and 
movement to the aquarium.
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steeper than I usually do to help achieve the 
optical illusion that the aquascape appears 
deeper front to rear. 

A pressurised CO2 kit was used with the 
clever Colombo 3-in-1 diffuser, which has a 
removable ceramic disc, built in non-return 
valve and bubble counter. These are my 
favourite in-tank diffusers because their 
clear plastic structure makes them 
unobtrusive in the aquarium and almost 
indestructible. The removable ceramic disc 
is great because it makes cleaning really 
simple. I like to have two discs, one soaking 
in a weak bleach solution ready to swap 
when the other is dirty. I ensure the clean 
disc is rinsed thoroughly before I refit it.

 I always feed my plants daily, if possible, 
with a comprehensive liquid fertilser. Plants 
prefer little and often feeding rather than 
one larger weekly dose. In this case I used 
Colombo Pro Special Fertiliser.

POGOSTEMON 
ERECTUS

� Origin: India.
� Height: 20–35cm.
� Light requirements: 

Medium.

� CO2 requirements: 
Medium.

� Growth rate:  
Moderate.

Spotlight
on

O  Superfish Home 80 

aquarium: £129.99

O  Colombo Flora Base 

Pro Soil: £39.99

O  Colombo CO2

Advanced set with 

800g bottle: £149.99

O  Colombo Pro Special 

Fertiliser: £14.99

O  Plants : £75

O Wood: £30

O  Rocks: £20

O  Fish: £18

Total: £477.96

All prices shown are 

approximate.

SHOPPING LIST

S
H

U
T

T
E

R
S

T
O

C
K

T
R

O
P

IC
A

Aquascaping



PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING4444

Tips for aquascaping a tall tank

1Buy tall hardscape to fill the height of  

the aquarium.

2Slope the substrate to the rear. 

3Use taller plants in the background.

4Choose bottom plants carefully to  

ensure they will receive enough light.

5Invest in a long pair of aquascaping  

tweezers and scissors for planting and 

maintenance.

Plants and decor
Tall tanks are tricky to aquascape because 
you need enough height in the decor 
(hardscape) to create a good impact. 
Thankfully I had the perfect piece of 
Redmoor root that I hand 
selected at the supplier, 
Unipac. The hardscape 
forms the backbone of 
the aquascape so it’s 
essential to get 
it right. 

It is almost 
impossible to 
create a strong 
aquascape using 
weak hardscape, 
unless you opt for 
a Dutch style tank, 
which almost purely 
relies on planting. 
Using wood on its own 
is fine but I like to use 
stones to add an extra 
element and level of interest. 
Dragon Stone is an attractive 
material with its warm colour and 
interesting textures. I like to take my time 
on the hardscaping process and won’t 
settle until I think I cannot make it look 
any better. 

Plant choice was limited to medium 
demanding species due to the lighting and 
height of the tank. I’ve had success with 
Staurogyne repens and Pogostemon helferi
previously in low light set-ups, so I used 
these for the foreground. For the midground 
I opted for the classic Cryptocoryne  
wendtii, a plant which will grow in almost 
any conditions. 

I needed a tall plant for the background 
that would quickly fill the space. Hygrophila 
polysperma is an absolute weed that fitted 
the bill. It grows very fast and therefore 
helps to prevent algae, which is common 
problem in new set-ups. For a little more 
colour I went for Ludwigia palustris, which 
turns a shade of orange to red depending on 
the lighting levels. 

To add an immediate maturity and impact 
to the design I added some Hygrophila 
pinnatifida. This demands a little more light 
than the other plants but being attached to 

HYGROPHILA  
PINNATIFIDA

� Origin: India.
� Height: Up to 40cm.
� Light requirements: 

Medium.

� CO2 requirements: 
Medium.

� Growth rate:  
Moderate.

Spotlight
on

the wood and therefore closer to the light I 
knew it would be fine. Later on in the 
aquascape’s life I added my favourite stem 
plant, Pogostemon erectus to fill a space 

between the left rock and wood. 
It took me a few weeks to 

decide on fish. I wanted 
something active and 

tall bodied and my 
family insisted on 

something 
colourful. I saw 
some lovely 
fancy 
Guppies in my 
local retailer 
so added six. 

Their constant 
almost random 

swimming 
patterns suited 

the aquascape, as 
they filled it visually 

with their movement 
and colour.

The plants were limited to species 
with medium to low lighting 
demands due to the height of the 
tank and the supplied lights.

The Guppies proved 
popular with the 
whole family.
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Tall plants were 
placed at the back with 
undemanding crypts in 

the midground.
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How the aquascape came together

1
Colombo Pro Soil is added to the base of 

the aquarium. It doesn’t require 

pre-rinsing and helps to feed the plants, 

buffers the pH and reduces hardness. The 

soil is sloped quite steeply to the rear that 

gives the illusion the tank has a larger front 

to rear depth.

2
An interesting piece of Redmoor root is 

added. The complex twisty and narrow 

branches look great and provide lots of 

opportunity to attach plants. The wood is 

pre-soaked to ensure that it sinks after water 

is added.

3
Some Dragon Stone is added around 

the base of the wood. Attention is paid 

to the natural lines or strata to ensure they 

flow towards the main focal area of the 

wood. The soil is covered with water for easy 

planting.

4
The foreground is planted with a mix of 

Pogostemon erectus, and Staurogyne 

repens. I want to see if the supplied lighting 

is capable of growing these plants, especially 

as the tank is relatively tall. The midground 

is planted with Cryptocoryne wendtii ‘Green’.

5
I decide to add an extra piece of wood on 

the right to fill the empty space because 

I feel the hardscape is unbalanced. However, 

later on in the aquascape’s life I remove it as 

the plants fill up the space naturally. Some 

negative space is desirable in aquascaping.

6
The background is planted with 

Ludwigia palustris and Hygrophila 

polysperma. These are fast growing weeds 

that will quickly fill the background and help 

to keep away nuisance algae. Hygrophila 

pinnatifida is attached to parts of the wood.

Aquascaping

7
The aquarium is filled with water slowly 

using a kitchen colander. This disperses 

the water to prevent it from overly disturbing 

the soil. I use my tap water, which is very 

hard but isn’t a problem for most plants.

8
The internal filter is fitted to the built-in 

compartment, which also allows for a 

heater. The heater is set to 24°C and the LED 

lighting is set to a photoperiod of eight hours. 

A CO2 kit is fitted to help with plant growth 

and a liquid fertiliser is added daily.

O  Daily: Feed fish, add 

liquid fertiliser, check filter, 

check CO2.

O  Weekly: Clean aquarium 

glass, 50% water change, 

trim plants.

O  Monthly: Clean filter, clean 

CO2 diffuser.

MAINTENANCE REGIME

Tall, fast-growing stem plants 
soon filled the space and 

helped to keep  algae at bay.
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Pentazona barb

54 1+
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 pH           Temp 

0
C

Scientific name: Desmopuntius pentazona.

Size: 5cm.

Origin: Asia: Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, 

Borneo.

Aquarium size: 60 x 30 x 30cm minimum. 

Water requirements: pH 5.0–7.0. Hardness 

ideally <10°H.

Temperature: 21–26°C.

Feeding: Small dried, live and frozen foods. 

Include Daphnia and Artemia to encourage 

best colouration.

 Tank volume
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This blackwater set-up is simple to recreate 
and maintain — and fish from soft water, acidic 
environments will love it!

BLACK
WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHY: GEORGE FARMER

T
his lovely blackwater biotope aquarium uses leaves, pods 
and seeds to get that glorious tea-stained colour to the 
water. These products not only look great in a biotope-
style aquascape but they provide biological benefits too. 

The production of tannic acids lowers pH, which fish that originate 
from blackwater habitats prefer. They are known to inhibit nasty 
bacteria and fungus and even provide a source of food for fry 
and inverts.

Different sized pieces of driftwood have been arranged to 
create an illusion of a flooded tree stump protruding from the water. 

The tank is stocked with Pentazona barbs and planted with 
Bucephalandra, both originating from Borneo, with Salvinia natans
floating on the top. Bucephalandra has an attractive leaf shape and 
low demands for light and nutrients, making it suitable for a 
blackwater set-up with no CO2 injection (although it was used in 
this set-up initially), no specialist plant substrate and no plans to 
add regular liquid fertilisers. It’s very similar to Anubias in terms of 
its growth rate and requirement to be attached to decor.

Back to

Tips for creating a blackwater 
aquascape
O Buy new wood that will likely leach tannins.

O Use plenty of aquatic botanicals such as Catappa leaves. 

More products are becoming readily available all the time.

OWhen preparing the botanicals save the resultant heavily-

stained liquid to use as a blackwater extract. This is particularly 

useful after a water change where the staining effect would 

otherwise be diluted.

O Ensure your fish are compatible with a blackwater 

environment i.e. softwater, acidophiles. 

O Use easy plants that don’t require high lighting, or none at 

all. Floating plants are ideal.

O Blackwater set-ups aren’t to everyone’s taste so you may 

wish to speak with your significant other before embarking on 

such a project!

O  Evolution Aqua 

Aquascaper 600 with 

Super Matt Cream cabinet: 

£399

O  Twinstar ES-600 LED 

lighting: £159 

O  Eheim 250T Thermofilter: 

£150

O  Unipac Fiji Sand (5Kg): £7

O  Driftwood (five pieces): £75

O  Tannin Aquatic botanicals: 

£25

O  15 Pentazona barbs: £45

O  Four pots of 

Bucephalandra: £20

Total: £880

All prices are approximate.

WHAT’S USED 

Preparing the leaves,  
seeds and pods
The botanicals 

came from 

Tannin 

Aquatics and 

were prepared 

by pre-soaking 

in a pan of 

boiling water 

for 30 minutes 

and then left 

overnight. By 

this time they were saturated sufficiently so they 

no longer floated and could be added to the 

aquarium. The resultant tannin-stained water 

was then kept and used as a blackwater extract to 

enhance the water tinting effect. 

DECOR 
1 Unipac Fiji Sand

2 Driftwood

3 Botanicals from Tannin Aquatics

PLANTS 
4 Bucephalandra is attached to the wood 

using superglue

5 Salvinia natans floating plants

FISH 
6 Pentazona barbs

2

1 3

4
5

6

Aquascaping
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WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHY: JAMES STARR-MARSHALL

LOOKING 
HIGH & 
LOW
Is it possible to replicate a 
high energy set-up in a  
low maintenance,  
budget-friendly form?
James Starr-Marshall 
decided to find out.

Despite only holding 20 l/4.4 gal, 
this aquarium was expensive to 
set-up and needed lots of time and 
attention to keep it looking good. 

THE ORIGINAL 
HIGH ENERGY 

SET-UP
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I
have, of late, been dabbling in low 
energy planted tanks. Admittedly 
this is not my usual arena but the 
forgiving nature of these set-ups 

does somehow make them more appealing. 
The ability to miss the occasional dose of 
fertilisers or postpone a water change for a 
couple of days without being punished by 
algae certainly makes things less fraught. 
But more than this, the slower growth rates 
mean that an aquascape has the potential to 
look its best for a longer period of time. 

That said, there are some significant 
limitations to low energy systems which 
can seriously hinder creativity during the 
aquascaping process. Finding a carpeting 
plant that will grow in these conditions is 
very difficult and keeping general plant 
growth low and dense can also be quite 
tricky. This is of course why Anubias,

Aquascaping

Cryptocoryne and Java fern are so often 
seen in this type of aquarium. But I wanted a 
change from these plants and so I decided to 
see if I could recreate an old high energy 
Iwagumi aquascape from back in 2011 in a 
new low energy tank.

The original set-up
The original aquascape held 20 l and 
boasted the full range of paraphernalia and 
parameters associated with a high energy 
planted tank. The high output T5 lighting 
produced PAR in excess of 100 and CO2 was 
kept close to 30ppm for the eight-hour 
photoperiod. The tank’s volume was 
circulated more than 15 times an hour and 
nitrates and phosphates were dosed in 
abundance along with other nutrients. I also 
used a high nutrient aquatic soil even 
though most of the plants were not planted 

in the substrate. Growth was fast in this 
set-up and weekly pruning was required to 
keep the layout in check. 

The new ‘scape
The re-scape was also housed in a 20 l 
aquarium, but that is where the similarity 
ends as far as equipment and conditions are 
concerned. 

The lighting measured little over a PAR of 
10 at the base of the tank, which this time 
was covered with inert sand. There was no 
CO2 used in this set-up and I don’t like to 
use liquid carbon in tanks that children 
might have access to. 

Circulation was actually adequate at about 
eight times an hour and fertilisers were 
nitrate and phosphate free. 

Under these conditions the plants grew 
very slowly and the only plant that required 

This 20 l/4.4. gal 
aquarium had no high end 

kit and cost around £100 
to set-up.

NEW LOW 
MAINTENANCE 
ALTERNATIVE
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Preparing the Hairgrass

1
Carefully remove the 

Hairgrass from the 

pot with your fingers.

2
Gently peel off the 

bulk of the mineral 

wool by hand.

3
Wash off the rest of the 

wool in a container of 

room temperature water.

4
Trim the leaves down 

to a length of about 

3.5cm/1.5in.

5
Ease the plant apart 

into several very 

small plantlets.

pruning was the Dwarf hairgrass, which was 
trimmed only once during the 12-week grow 
in period.

Plant choice
Although none of the plants used in the 
original aquascape are advanced level plants, 
they could certainly be considered medium 
difficulty with respect to their requirements 
for healthy growth. All of them are best 
suited to aquariums with more light and CO2

than is present in the low energy setup I used 
for the re-scape. 

The revision of the planting list began with 
the most challenging plant to find for this 
type of aquarium: the carpeting plant for  
the foreground. 

Originally I had used Weeping moss, 
Vesicularia ferriei, which is a slightly 
unorthodox plant for this purpose, but under 
intense lighting it grows in the form of a very 
dense grass. The only replacement plant I 
know of that stood a chance of carpeting in 
low light was Dwarf hairgrass, Eleocharis 
parvula.

The next alternative was easy. Taxiphyllum
sp. ‘Spikey’ looks similar to the Christmas 
moss used in the original set-up but is much 
less demanding of light and CO2. 

Instead of Hairgrass, E. arcicularis, I used 

Plants at a glance
The previous high energy scape

OWeeping moss, Vesicularia ferriei 

O�Christmas moss, Vesicularia 

dubyana 

O�Hairgrass, Eleocharis arcicularis

O�Riccia fluitans

The new low energy scape

O�Dwarf hairgrass, Eleocharis parvula 

O�Taxiphyllum sp. ‘Spikey’

O�Sagittaria subulata

O�Staurogyne repens

Sagittaria subulata, which is broader leaved 
but still has the appearance of grass — it 
does require a bit more CO2 than the first 
two plants but is still considered easy  
to grow. 

The final plant to replace was the Riccia, 
which is not only the most demanding plant 
in the high energy set-up but also the most 
unique looking. I therefore opted for a 
complete change and chose Staurogyne 
repens, a large leaved stem plant that  
has the potential to stay compact. This 
species needs a little more light and CO2

than the other plants used in the re-scape 
but I thought I’d take the chance and see 
what happened.

Setting up
From a design point of view, I tried to follow 
the shapes and proportions of the original 
aquascape. I found similar stones and laid 
them out in the not quite classic Iwagumi 
style that I had before. By not quite classic I 
mean that a discerning eye might consider 
the focal point to be too central and the 
overall design too symmetrical. Personally, 
neither of these things worry me. Many 
articles state that symmetry does not occur 
in nature — but most animals have at least 
one line of symmetry and flowers often have 
as many lines of rotational symmetry as 
they do petals. 

That’s not to say the rule of thirds isn’t a 
great guide if you are unsure about where to 
place a stone. But if you’re happy with the 
layout and it doesn’t conform, I say still run 
with it.

Maintenance and stocking
I knew from the outset that, despite my 
earlier comments on their forgiving nature, 
it might be a challenge to maintain an 
aquarium of this type. The combination of a 
low plant mass and no CO2 does not usually 
lend itself to algae free success. I therefore 
decided not to increase biological loading 
with fish and instead added a group of baby 
Cherry shrimps, Neocaridina heteropoda. 
Shrimps are very adept cleaners especially 
where moss in concerned. Amano shrimps, 
Caridina multidentata, are the most 
efficient at this but they are a bit too big for 
this tank. Likewise, I also would have 
stocked a couple of Dwarf suckermouth 
catfish, Otocinclus affinis, to keep the 
Staurogyne leaves clean had the tank  
been larger.

Given that this was not a usual low energy 
layout the maintenance schedule had to be 
stepped up a gear. I not only changed 70% of 
the water twice a week but also replaced the 
filter wool at the same time, the idea being 
to reduce organic waste and prevent algae. 
Any dead or algae covered leaves were 
removed on sight and detritus was carefully 
syphoned from amongst the plants during 
water changes.

Was it successful?
It’s difficult to judge the extent to which this 
project was a success. If my initial goal was 
to exceed the standard of the original ’scape, 
I would deem it a failure. But if my aim was 
to produce a pleasing low energy Iwagumi, 
then I have been reasonably successful. 

Set-up costs for the low maintenance 
tank were a lot easier on the wallet. At 
just over £100 it was about a third of 
the cost of its high energy equivalent. 
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How the aquascape came together

1
Start by shaping the sand into a mound 

so that it is highest at the centre of the 

back of the tank. Place the largest stone as 

though it sits upright at the top of a hill. 

Angling it a little often looks best.

2
Place the second largest stone to the left 

of the first, leaving a small gap for 

planting. This stone can be less upright than 

the first. Using the same type of stone is 

usually most effective.

3
Add the final and smallest stone to the 

right of the tank. Lay this one down a bit 

further than the second stone. All the stones 

should appear to be at slightly different 

angles to each other.

4
The planting starts at the centre back 

with Sagittaria subulata which in this 

case is a tissue cultured plant. Although 

smaller than the other plants it will catch up 

but won’t overgrow nearby species.

5
Staurogyne repens is planted next, in 

individual stems. As growth will be slow, 

predictive planting is used. The tallest stems 

are placed near the main stone to accentuate 

the shape of the mound.

6
At the centre of the three stones, 

Taxiphyllum sp.‘Spikey’ is placed. The 

moss is attached to lava rock. To do this place 

a hairnet over the stone and moss, gather up 

the net and tie it off with fishing line.

7
The last species to be added is the Hairgrass, Eleocharis parvula. Like all the plants apart 

from the moss, it is planted with tweezers. 

6
The plantlets can now be placed as close 

as 1cm apart. Using plants that consist of 

only a few leaves stops them clumping 

together. This can prevent algae taking hold 

and it gives space for new growth.

James’ top 
aquascaping tips

1Buy good quality plants — my 

preferred brand is Tropica.

2Spend time carefully preparing 

your plants before planting.

3Keep the plants wet throughout the 

whole process.

4Invest in good quality aquascaping 

tweezers and sharp scissors.

5When using inert sand or gravel 

planting can be done with the tank 

empty or full of water.

6When using aquatic soils the tank 

should be empty of water but have 

damp substrate.

The Dwarf hairgrass could have been 
denser and produced a few more runners 
than it did, but on the plus side it still had 
the vague appearance of a carpet. The 
Staurogyne had problems with algae, but 
removing the affected leaves kept it in fairly 
good health. The moss was unsurprisingly 
the plant that thrived best and the shrimp 
did a splendid job of keeping it clean. 

Even with the increased maintenance the 
aquarium was still less work to look after 
than its high energy counterpart and the 
aquascape had no down time where it 
looked awkward after pruning. 

The set-up costs were a lot easier on the 
wallet too, at a price of just over £100 it was 
about a third of the cost of a high energy 
equivalent. Although I was always 
comparing it to its superior predecessor, I 
still quite liked the ‘scape and more 
importantly I learned that with a little extra 
work low energy planted tanks have a lot 
more potential than I first thought.
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Unit 20C, Uplands Industrial Estate, Mere Way, Wyton, Huntingdon, PE28 2JZ 
Open Monday-Friday: 9am-5pm | Telephone: 01480 450572

Aquarium Gardens specialise in aquarium 
plants and the beautiful art of aquascaping.
Visit us in store to fi nd a wide range of 
Aquarium Plants, Plant food, CO2 equipment, 
Substrates, Hardscape, LED lighting, 
aquarium systems and Glassware.
Order online at
www.aquariumgardens.co.uk 
Or visit us in store to see our beautiful 
plants and over 10 display aquascapes
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TROPICAL FISH SPECIALISTS

WITH A PASSION FOR FISHKEEPING

OPEN 7 DAYS A WEEK

Mon - Tues 9am-6pm, Wed 12-8pm, Thurs 9am-6pm,

Fri 9am-8pm, Sat 9am-6pm, Sun 10am-4pm

WE’RE A FAMILY RUN BUSINESS, JUST MYSELF KAZ CROWDER

AND HUSBAND ROCKY. WE HAVE BEEN OPEN 2 YEARS AND 3 MONTHS.

07730 014 205   01420 478387
The Hardys, Bordon Highstreet, Bordon, GU35 0AY

FIND US ON  crowders-aquatics

Tel: 01773 861255 Marine direct: 01773 811044 Reptile direct: 01773 811499

TROPICAL - MARINE - POND & COLDWATER - REPTILES

65-67 Wharf Road, Pinxton, Notts.
NG16 6LH (near M1 J28)

www.wharfaquatics.co.uk
SIX-TIME WINNER OF TOP UK 

AQUATIC RETAILER

•  Huge range of Tropica potted 
plants and bunched plants

•  Full range of substrates, fertilisers, 
CO2 equipment & accessories

•  Superb range of rocks and wood 
for aquascaping
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one of the best jobs in the hobby, read on...
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whether tropical, coldwater, marine or pond. It’s the first port of call 
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Weird and wonderful; huge 
and tiny — discover some 
of the many reasons why 
fish are so amazing.
WORDS: KAREN YOUNGS, NATHAN HILL, BO ,

JEREMY GAY AND DAVE WOLFENDEN.

H  
ave you ever been asked by a non-aquarist why you 
keep fish? Is it their colours, behaviour, diversity, the 
calming effect they have after a stressful day at work,  
or — most likely — a mix of all these? Let’s face it: fish 

are amazing — so, as a celebration of sorts, we thought we’d give 
you some of the reasons why. Here are 101 facts about fish 
(including a few about inverts too, just for good measure). Throw 
some of these at the next person who asks you why you keep fish. 

Key 

Amazing fish

101
FACTS
ABOUT

FISH

A Guppy is more 

closely 

related to 

humans than to a 

shark or ray. While most 

fish have bony skeletons, 

sharks and rays and skates have 

cartilaginous skeletons made up of 

cartilage or gristle and no bones.
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The Croaking gourami, Trichopsis vittata, is able to produce a 

range of sounds by ‘plucking’ modified pectoral fin tendons 

and muscles in a manner similar to guitar strings. They can 

use this ability to signal a willingness to mate, but also to size up  

  potential rivals in a sort of fishy ‘guitar hero’ battle, where the  

      bigger fish is generally able to produce a more convincing ‘solo’  

  and prevent disputes coming to blows!

Archerfish (Toxotes

sp.) ‘shoot down’ 

insects from 

overhanging plants with an 

accurate jet of water. They 

generate this water-pistol like 

blast by compressing their 

tongue into a groove in the roof 

of the mouth, while 

simultaneously closing their 

gills. With this adaptation 

some species are able to knock 

down prey from distance of 

over two metres away.

The Banggai cardinalfish is the 

only marine fish known to brood 

both eggs and fry in its mouth.

Some fish go to extreme lengths to keep their eggs 

safe from predation. The aptly named ‘Splash tetra’, 

(Copella arnoldi) leaps from the water with its partner 

to lay its eggs on overhanging leaves. The male then stays close 

by, splashing the eggs with his tail until the fry hatch and fall 

into the water below, a process that can take up to three days.

Corydoras

catfish are venomous! 

These cute little aquarium 

favourites look like tasty, bite sized 

morsels to many predatory fish, so it’s 

no surprise they have a trick up their 

sleeve (or in this case on their pectoral and 

dorsal spine). While the ‘sting’ of a cory is 

unlikely to be any more painful than that 

of a wasp or bee it’s worth bearing in 

mind next time you have to catch one 

of yours in a net.

Probably the most bizarre capacity for vocalisation is 

that of herring species like Clupea pallasii and C. 

harengus. These fish shoal in large aggregations for 

protection against larger predators, but once night falls, they need 

a method of communication to ensure they keep their position. So 

they fart! By expelling air through the anus, scientists believe they 

can communicate with one another in the dark. The frequency of 

these sounds is outside the range of many fishes’ hearing, 

meaning the herring is able to communicate in secret.

Lake Tanganyika in Africa’s 

Rift valley is home to both 

the largest and smallest 

cichlids in the world. While 

Boulengerochromis 

microlepis (above) tops the 

size charts at 80cm total 

length, female 

Neolamprologus multifasciatus

(left) reach just 2.5cm. 

Electric eels,  

Electrophorus  

electricus, are well known for their ability to 

shock potential prey to sedate them, making 

them easier to catch. However, recent research 

has proved a centuries old observation that 

they also use a more powerful shock in 

self-defence. To do this they leap from the 

water to deliver a direct shock to 

anything foolhardy or unfortunate 

enough to corner one of these 

natural power plants.

If you keep gourami or Betta you will no 

doubt have noticed them gulping at the 

surface for air. What many people don’t 

realise is these lovely fish are obligate air breathers. 

They need to be able to take oxygen from the 

surface — they achieve this not 

with lungs, but with a special 

‘labyrinth’ organ — as well as 

from the water around them 

using their gills. If denied access to 

the water surface they can drown! 

In the never ending 

evolutionary 

arms race, the 

Cuckoo catfish, Synodontis 

multipunctatus, has hijacked 

the mouth-brooding 

defence of the cichlids it 

shares Lake Tanganyika 

with. The catfish rush in 

among breeding fish, 

gobbling up their eggs 

and scattering a few of 

their own into the mix. 

The cichlids then brood 

the catfish eggs and fry 

alongside their own young, 

and the faster growing catfish 

eat their cichlid brood mates 

while being protected by the 

unsuspecting cichlids!
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Amazing fish

Four-eyed fish, Anableps anableps, are livebearers, 

related to Guppies. These large, surface dwelling 

oddballs can watch out for prey and predators above 

and below the surface at the 

same time. Their eyes are 

split lengthwise to form two 

pupils and the lens changes 

thickness from top to bottom 

to allow for the differing 

requirements of seeing in air 

and water.

Many wrasse species 

are protogynous 

hermaphrodites, 

where all fish start out as 

females — with the dominant 

individuals becoming male and 

controlling a harem; these are 

called terminal males. However, 

some individuals of the harem 

exist as ‘satellite’ sub-males. 

These may not adopt full male 

coloration (and in fact, may 

assume female coloration while 

still being functionally male). 

These individuals may sneak in 

for matings with females 

during spawning events without 

having to invest in dominance of 

the harem.

The smallest known species of fish is the tiny Paedocypris 

progenetica, a minute relative of carp native to the blackwater 

swamps and streams of Sumatra. Adult males grow to a 

maximum of just 9.8mm, with females a little larger at 10.3mm. They 

mature at such a diminutive size that they resemble fry with many 

features such as a fully developed skull absent.

Goldfish are easy 

to sex. Males 

develop white 

spots on their gill covers 

called tubercles, or breeding 

stars, and white ridges on 

their pectoral fins. Females 

are often lopsided when 

viewed from above, and 

when they’re ready to spawn, 

their bellies are very soft to 

the touch.

Julian Sprung reared the first  

Green mandarin fish, Synchiropus 

splendidus, in 1989, using a 45 l/10 gal 

aquarium, feeding ‘marine infusoria’ cultured 

from ocean-collected seawater.

The Soda cichlid from Lake Natron is Africa is 

famous as an extremophile, inhabiting waters 

which rise up from the earth full of hot Sodium 

carbonate, producing a pH of up to 10.5, a KH of over 7000 

and a water temperature which can be North of 38°C. Despite 

this extreme adaptation, tank bred fish are available 

occasionally and can be weaned onto more normal, but 

ideally still alkaline, conditions.   

 In his 1917 book titled ‘Goldfish 

Varieties and Tropical Aquarium 

Fishes’, William T. Innes (in honour of 

whom the Neon tetra is named) was already 

writing about the perils of the goldfish bowl, 

stating that ‘the small globe is indeed an 

abomination.’ A century on, goldfish bowls are 

still commonly offered for sale.

The boxfish (such as the improbable-looking Longhorn 

cowfish, Lactoria cornuta (pictured below), have a 

drastic response to stress — they secrete a soap-like 

toxin (known as pahutoxin) which is lethal to fish at extremely low 

concentrations. We’re not sure how pahutoxin is produced (it 

may actually be produced by bacteria rather than 

the fish themselves). This mechanism has evolved to  

make the fish unpalatable to predators on the  

reef, but in the closed confines of an  

aquarium it presents a very real  

risk of total wipeouts. 

There are at least 1200 species of 

venomous fish found in both salt 

and freshwater. The most venomous 

is the Reef stonefish, Synanceia 

verrucosa, which has 13 dorsal spines, 

all capable of delivering venom. 

Despite this they are still 

occasionally sold as 

aquarium fish! 

Parrot cichlids are a massive craze with fishkeepers in the Far 

East, replacing goldfish as the red, easy to keep fish of 

choice. In China, red symbolises good luck, so blood red 

Parrot cichlids are kept in all sorts of tanks and with other red tank 

mates from Oscars and Discus to Asian Arowana. There are many body 

types of Parrot cichlid now available over there too, including the very 

large King Kong and Mamon parrots. 
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Goldfish varieties may be 

named different things, 

depending on whether they 

are being kept in China or Japan. 

Telescope eyes are Dragon eyes in 

China, but named Demekin in Japan, 

while Orandas are 

Azuma nishiki. 

Pearlscales are 

Hama nishiki 

in Japan. 

Pompoms 

are called 

Hanafusa.

The heaviest goldfish on record were both caught in the UK, and by 

school children. A 5 lb specimen was caught by Nick Richards in 

2010, which was then topped by 4oz in 2017 by 10-year-old 

schoolgirl, Lois Chilvers. Both were caught in lakes and had probably been 

released (illegally) as unwanted pets.

The Indian Ocean Island of Sri 

Lanka has two endemic cichlid 

species, and both inhabit brackish 

waters. The Green or silver chromide, Etroplus 

suratensis, is a large fish, making it a good 

companion to Scats, Monos and Archerfish in 

brackish aquaria, whereas the Orange 

chromide, Etroplus maculatus, is smaller and 

much more colourful, and an aquarium 

favourite. The third Etroplus species, 

E. canarensis (pictured right) is an Indian 

endemic, and exclusively freshwater.

Antarctic Krill forms the 

main staple diet of so 

many fish, birds and 

whales that without it, most forms 

of life in the Antarctic would die out. 

Cleaner wrasse, Labroides dimidiatus, 

make a living from removing 

parasites from clients on the reef 

(with each wrasse servicing up to 2000 clients a 

day). They may also ‘cheat’ by biting skin from 

clients. This gives a nutritional boost, but it can 

be bad for business; the cheated client is less 

likely to return, and onlookers may decide to go 

elsewhere if they see the cleaner cheating. 

Studies have shown that cleaners with an 

audience of many potential clients cheat much 

less often than with single clients, even 

hamming their performance up by giving 

ostentatious ‘massages’ to make their station 

look the best on the reef.

22

The Kissing gourami, Helostoma 

temminckii, is a fish much loved for its 

apparently amorous behaviour. Sadly, for 

romantics everywhere, this 'puckering-up' is actually 

a test of strength between rival males, a sort of 

arm-wrestling for an animal without arms. Any 

owners thinking that their fish are blowing them 

kisses will be disappointed as well, with 'Pink 

kissers' pressing their lips against the front glass 

probably just a sign that the glass needs cleaning!

Lionfish, Pterois volitans, from the Indo-Pacific are 

proving a real problem in the Caribbean, where they have 

been introduced by irresponsible aquarists. Having no 

natural predators in the region and being able to reproduce and 

grow rapidly, they are having a negative impact on reefs. But they 

make great eating, and divers and anglers are being encouraged to 

catch and donate them to ‘cook-offs’ in Florida. 

Whereas Koi need deep 

water to develop properly 

— typically 120cm — fancy 

goldfish need shallow water in order to 

produce their fleshy head growths to 

their maximum potential. Even adult 

Japanese Ranchu are not kept in more 

than 20cm water depth.

The largest freshwater fish on 

record was a Mekong giant 

catfish caught in northern 

Thailand in 2005. It measured 

almost 2.7m/8.9ft in length  

and weighed  

293 kg/646 lbs.

The giant stingray, Himantura 

chaophraya, can reach 5m in 

length and almost 2m across. 

The spine on the end of its tail may be 

37.5cm/15in or more long.
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Amazing fish

Juvenile Pinnate 

batfish, Platax pinnatus, 

look very different to adults — 

the young batfish have vivid 

orange markings fringing their black 

bodies. This, coupled with their 

unusual swimming behaviour, has led 

researchers to suggest that they 

mimic poisonous flatworms as a 

predator-avoidance strategy.

The Jack Dempsey cichlid has 

had its scientific name revised 

six times. Since 1903 is has 

been Heros octofasciatus Regan, 1903; 

Archocentrus octofasciatus (Regan, 

1903); Cichlasoma octofasciatum

(Regan, 1903); Nandopsis octofasciata

(Regan, 1903); Cichlasoma hedricki 

Meek, 1904; Cichlasoma biocellatum

Regan, 1909 and now it’s Rocio 

octofasciata, part of a genus which at 

the time of writing it shares with three 

other species. Who knows where our 

beloved Jack Dempsey will end up, 

although its early 1900s boxer common 

namesake is sure to stay with it.

Clownfish ‘talk’ to each other to help to 

maintain their social structures. Dominant 

fish emit aggressive sounds (described as 

‘pops’), by snapping the jaws together. These noises 

are reciprocated by submissive individuals with 

head-shaking movements and chirping sounds — it’s 

not yet clear how the fish produce these high-pitched, 

so-called appeasement sounds. 

The African Turquoise killifish, 

Nothobranchius furzeri, is the 

shortest lived vertebrate that can 

be bred in captivity. They become sexually 

mature at three weeks old and seldom live 

longer than six months. Their high speed 

lives have resulted in them being used 

extensively in studies of ageing and disease.

Some species of livebearer are 

rather better endowed than others. 

In Phallichthys fairweatheri, the 

male’s gonopodium can measure half his total 

body length!

Many species of anemone 

reproduce asexually through 

pedal laceration. This bizarre 

strategy involves the anemone 

leaving small fragments of tissue 

behind as it creeps along. Each 

fragment grows into a new 

clone of the original 

animal. 

The tiny coral gobies 

(Gobiodon spp.) which inhabit 

Acropora on the reef derive 

obvious benefits from taking residence in 

coral — the branching structure in which 

they live provides excellent protection. 

Recent research shows that the gobies 

will attack coralivorous fish such as 

butterflies, but more subtly, it appears 

that toxins from the fishes’ mucus act as 

natural antiparasitics and fish repellents 

to the benefit of the coral. 

The Jackknife fish, 

Equetus 

lanceolatus, is a 

member of the aptly-named 

group of fish known as the 

drums. These fish emit 

throbbing noises using 

specialised muscles 

connected to the 

swimbladder to communicate 

with each other underwater. Goldfish have been kept for their 

aesthetic values for over 1000 years. 

In the Chinese Sung Dynasty golden 

fish were kept in the vicinity of temples 

before spreading to Korea and Japan 

by 1500 AD. By 1600 they had made it 

to Europe and were considered 

widespread by as early as 1800. The 

19th century also saw their 

introduction to America. 

The Marine comet, Calloplesiops 

altivelis, has an unusual method 

of defence if threatened. Instead 

of swimming away from danger, it pokes its 

head into a rocky crevice, exposing its tail. 

Based on its clearly visible eyespot, polka dot 

markings and overall morphology, it’s believed 

the Comet impersonates a Whitemouth moray, 

Gymnothorax meleagris, so predators leave it be.
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Despite being known as one of three distinct Angelfish 

species, the majestic Altum angelfish can be itself be split 

into three separate wild populations: Atabapo, Inirida and 

Orinoco, with Atabapo capable of the largest adult size. The frailty of 

wild caught Altum angels is well known in the hobby — this is mainly 

due to freshly caught fish being held in cooler water in Bogota, with a 

higher pH, and passing through three different sets of hands before 

leaving the country. Fortunately, tank bred fish are now available.

Most cichlids can be sexed by body and fin 

shape. With just a few exceptions males are 

physically larger, with larger heads, and longer 

fins. This all boils down to attracting females and being 

strong enough to fight off rival males. 

Most female cichlids have shorter, plumper bodies, 

(filled with eggs,) and may be smaller, due to not having 

to fight as much and sending valuable proteins towards 

egg production and not growth. 

Some males even develop a nuchal hump — a fatty, 

testosterone driven head bump which develops 

the most when surrounded by high  

competition from other males. Think antlers 

on deer and antelope.

The West African lungfish, 

Protopterus annectens, can breathe 

air to survive in stagnant, oxygen 

depleted water and can also remain dormant 

for up to a year in the dried up mud at the 

bottom of a dry season pond or river until the 

rains come and wake it up once more.  

Male Mourning cuttlefish, Sepia plangon, 

have the amazing ability to display male 

and female coloration on different halves 

of their body when trying to mate with a potential 

partner in the presence of a rival male. The side 

facing the female assumes typical male coloration, 

whereas the other half looks to all 

intents and purposes like that of a 

female. To the onlooker, it’s just 

two girls swimming together, 

but dressing the side facing 

the rival male in ‘drag’ allows 

the cuttlefish an increased 

opportunity to mate before 

being rumbled, and therefore 

hopefully avoid a fight. 

Goldfish, Carassius auratus (right) and Crucian carp, Carassius carassius (left) 

can be told apart by two distinguishing features. Juvenile Crucians have a black 

spot at the base of the tail, and the dorsal fin on Crucian carp is convex, while 

the dorsal fin on goldfish is concave. This is useful if dealing with wild-type bronze goldies. 

Catfish account for 

one out of every 20 

known vertebrate 

animals. 

Young Bichirs (Polypterus

sp.) have external gills that 

make them look rather like 

Axolotls or juvenile salamanders. As 

they grow the gills are slowly absorbed. 

They also have lungs and are such 

efficient air-breathers that in 2014 

scientists researching how the first land 

animals evolved successfully raised a 

group out of water for 11 months!

Coral has been used 

successfully to replace 

bone grafts, as it is 

structurally and chemically similar.

The Harlequin filefish, 

Oxymonacanthus longirostris, is 

an obligate corallivore which is 

extremely difficult to keep in the aquarium. 

On the reef, it hides from predators in plain 

sight when resting by orienting itself to look 

like a branch of Acropora coral, using a 

specialised spine to hook itself in place. 

Researchers believe the fish’s colours mimic 

the coral’s polyps, while the end of the tail 

resembles the pale, growing tip of Acropora.
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Amazing fish

The Ogre, or Gulper catfish, Asterophysus batrachus, is  a 

spectacularly greedy species. It’s capable of swallowing 

whole fish almost twice its size thanks to a trapdoor like 

mouth and capacious, extendable stomach, as shown in the specimen 

pictured below, which has just eaten a large meal! With an adult size 

of 25cm/10in, few aquarium fish are safe in their company.

The White-spotted Japanese puffer fish, 

Torquigener albomaculosus became 

something of a sensation after males 

were filmed constructing elaborate circular ‘love 

nests’ to attract mates. Measuring some two metres 

across, these perfectly symmetrical nests are made 

by the male digging furrows in the sand with his tail 

and pectoral fins. Females may select males based 

on the symmetry and size of the nest — they deposit 

the eggs and the male assumes all parental care.

Lake Malawi in Africa is a hot bed of cichlid evolution with over 

700 species to fill the many niches available. The striking 

predatory Eye biter cichlid, Dimidiochromis compressiceps, gets 

its unsettling common name from a reported taste for the eyes of fish that 

are otherwise too large to eat whole. But well fed specimens in the 

aquarium are relatively peaceful and as long as their tank mates are 

suitably robust and too large to be considered dinner then their eyes 

should be safe...

Peter's 

elephantnose fish, 

Gnathonemus 

petersii, can 'see' in the dark 

thanks to its ability to produce 

a weak electric field and read 

disturbance to this with three 

different types of 

electro-receptors. This 

amazing ability allows it to tell 

the sex of other elephantnoses 

and identify different fish 

species in complete darkness 

as well as navigate and detect 

potential food.

Tridacnid clams possess zooxanthellae 

which act symbiotically to provide 

some of the host’s nutritional needs. 

However, clams appear to produce an excess of 

algal symbionts, which are digested by specialised 

roving ameboid cells. In this way, the clams can be 

thought of as algae ‘farmers’. 
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The Short-finned molly, Poecilia 

sphenops, is one of the most 

adaptable fish in the hobby. With 

correct acclimatisation, they can be 

kept in fresh, brackish or fully marine 

water conditions and will happily 

breed in any of them.

The Zebra danio, 

Danio rerio, is not 

only a popular 

aquarium fish, but is also 

widely used in science. It was 

one of the first vertebrates to 

be cloned successfully 

while the ability of larval 

Zebra danio to regenerate 

their heart, fins, skin and 

brain has led to their use in 

research on potential 

treatments for humans.

The Short-spined 

sea scorpion, 

Myoxocephalus 

scorpius, is not venomous 

despite its name and similarity 

to members of the family 

Scorpaenidae. Their spines are 

on the gill covers, rather than 

on the dorsal fins. It can alter 

its colouration to blend in with 

its surrounding habitat — look 

closely and you may be able to 

see this species in British 

rockpools.

There are many types of 

raspberry-like head growths 

on fancy goldfish, and they 

are named after animals, depending on 

shape. The Oranda or Ranchu breeder 

may be able to recognise ‘buffalo’ head 

and ‘tiger’ head, as well as the well 

known ‘lion’ head. Then there is the 

‘goose’ head, and even the ‘frog’ and 

‘toad’ head!

54
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The Eel-tailed banjo catfish, 

Platystacus cotylephorus, has an 

unusual way of protecting its eggs 

until they hatch. The female sticks them to 

her belly, where they hang on little threads 

like a collection of fishy Christmas tree 

baubles until they hatch. It’s thought this 

allows the eggs to get sufficient oxygen in 

the sometimes turbid water the fish inhabit.

58

Goldfish can 

live for over 40 

years.
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Sea anemones are believed to be incredibly 

long-lived and anecdotal evidence suggests 

they can reach 60-80 years of age. 
62

Piranhas are 

an important 

food source 

for many human 

communities. They’re 

said to taste superb 

when grilled in a 

banana leaf and served 

with tomato salsa!

Water can be a physical barrier to fish! Part of 

what has driven speciation in African cichlids 

is being cut off by very deep water, like in 

Lake Malawi, where a deep, open water trek 

will end in being eaten, so the small, rock 

dwelling cichlids stay put and become 

genetically distinct. Meanwhile, in Malebo 

Pool in the Congo, the water moves so fast 

that the cichlids cannot cross from one side of 

the river to another, and even if they try they 

are likely to be eaten by ravenous Tiger fish. 

Reason enough to stay put!

The most expensive tropical fish in the world is the Asian arowana, 

Scleropages formosus with a red coloured specimen recently rumoured 

to have sold for $300,000 (around £235,000)!

Inside your mouth are 

some 10,000 taste 

buds, but the 

Channel catfish 

(left) has twice that, 

plus 20 times as many over its 

body. Some describe these 

cats as ‘swimming tongues’.

The largest species of 

freshwater shrimp known is 

Macrobrachium rosenbergii. 

An adult male can grow to 

more than 30cm/12in and as 

much as 50cm/20in with 

fully extended  

chelae.

Those 

beautiful 

white sand 

beaches and reefs you 

see in tropical areas 

around the world are 

actually made of 

Parrotfish poo. The 

fused teeth of these fish 

are used for scraping 

and biting off lumps of 

dead coral. Additional 

teeth in their throats 

help to break it all down 

into tiny particles of 

sand, which is then 

quite literally dumped 

out of the other end…

The Pearlfish is an 

eel-like species that 

makes its home inside 

a sea cucumber’s bottom. More 

than a dozen of these 10–16cm 

fish have been found living inside 

the anus of one cucumber!

The world’s 

largest 

cichlid, 

Boulengerochromis 

microlepis, from 

Tanganyika, breeds 

once in its lifetime — 

the parents dying of 

starvation after months 

guarding the fry.

The Arowana is a 

mouthbrooder and the 

female is capable of 

holding hundreds of 

eggs and young in her 

mouth.

63

64

65

66

67

68

69

70

71

S
H

U
T

T
E

R
S

T
O

C
K

S
H

U
T

T
E

R
S

T
O

C
K

N
A

T
U

R
E

 P
L

N
E

IL
 H

E
P

W
O

R
T

H

N
E

IL
 H

E
P

W
O

R
T

H



www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk 6161

Amazing fish

There are just 

three officially 

recognised wild 

Discus species — the 

Heckel, Symphysodon 

discus, the Brown or Blue, S. 

aequifasciatus, and the 

Green, S. tarzoo, although 

wild hybrids between the 

first two are thought to 

occasionally occur. All 

domestic Discus come 

from those three species, 

and are probably by now a 

very thorough mixture of  

all three.

Black or green coloured nets are more effective at catching fish than white 

ones — and two nets are even better, as you can use the first to gently 

guide the fish into the second. Some believe that given the choice between 

a green and a black net, the fish will swim into the green — the black being too 

similar to the mouth of a predator!

The planktivorous blennies of the 

genus Meiacanthus have evolved 

an effective defence mechanism 

which allows them to swim in the water 

column — venomous fangs. Specialised 

grooved teeth deliver a dose of painful venom 

to would-be predators, and most fish learn to 

avoid them. Fang blennies actually make 

excellent reef aquarium fish — but handle 

them with care…

72

73

Flashlight fish (Photoblepharon spp.) use 

bioluminescent bacteria within a special light organ 

underneath their eyes. They can ‘blink’ the organ on 

and off by rotating it within its socket, and this is used for 

communication with conspecifics, to confuse predators and 

also to attract prey.

74

The Saddleback clownfish 

Amphiprion polymnus 

(Linnaeus, 1758), was the 

first clownfish to be given a 

scientific name.

75

76

Scarlet cleaner shrimps, 

Lysmata amboinensis, are 

hermaphroditic as adults, 

each having both male and female 

reproductive organs. Rather than 

adopt a promiscuous lifestyle where 

any other individual is a potential 

mate, they appear to establish strict 

monogamy to the extent that 

cannibalism reigns in groups until a 

pair remains. Researchers think that 

maintaining monogamous pairs is 

the optimal strategy to reduce 

competition for food and ultimately 

increase the total number of 

offspring produced per individual.

It's thought that the bristly beard of Ancistrus

catfish makes the male more appealing to ladies. 

The theory goes that the wriggling tendrils are 

mistaken for swarms of healthy fry, indicating a protective 

and abundant father. More bristles means more babies.

The longest-lived fish in a public aquarium 

was Granddad, a male Australian lungfish, 

Neoceratodus forsteri, resident at the 

Shedd Aquarium in Chicago from 1933 until earlier 

this year. His exact age isn’t known, but he’s thought 

to have been in his 90s, as he was mature on arrival. 

77

Malawi cichlids will 

hybridise, even in tanks 

with males and females 

from each species — important to 

remember, especially if you intend 

to sell them on to other aquarists, 

as most will only want pure 

species. Shop tanks of ‘mixed 

mbuna’ may well be hybrids too. 

The Bucktooth tetra, Exodon 

paradoxus, is a predator of other fish, 

but not in the usual way. Exodon are 

parasites, eating their live prey by stripping off 

only the surface layer of skin. To be exact, they 

are scale eaters. Not one for the community then.
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The Sunfish, Mola mola produces 300 

million eggs at a time, more than any 

other vertebrate. Other fish prefer to 

spawn en masse. The annual Sardine run produces 

so many eggs and sperm that the resulting slick is 

viewable by aircraft.

83

The Amazon molly, Poecilia formosa, is a  

species of female-only fish. The females use  

males from different species to trigger the 

reproductive process, however there is no DNA 

from the 'host' male incorporated in the offspring. 

It's thought the species may have been breeding 

this way and producing only female fry for up to 

100,000 years, defying evolution and avoiding 

extinction which, according to experts, should have 

happened up to 70,000 years ago! The Amazon 

molly has a limited range from south-east Texas 

through to Mexico, and does not come from the 

Amazon — the common name refers to the 

all-female Amazon warriors in  

Greek mythology. 

85

The genus name of Boraras is an  

anagram of Rasbora, alluding to the fact  

that species of Boraras have more caudal 

vertebrae than abdominal vertebrae — the 

opposite in species of Rasbora.

Corydoras catfish can exude 

a toxic mucous when 

distressed. In the confines of 

a bag, this mucous has been known to 

cause 100% fatalities, including the 

catfish that excreted it! Whenever 

bagging these fish, separate them by 

species to minimise the risk.

Gobies such as 

the Yasha goby, 

Stonogobiops 

yasha, have an amazing 

symbiotic relationship with 

burrowing shrimps of the 

genus Alpheus. The shrimp is 

blind, but digs and maintains 

a burrow in which the goby 

takes refuge in times of 

danger. In return for its 

lodgings, the goby acts as 

lookout — and keeps in 

constant contact with the 

shrimp via its antennae.

86

The odd-

looking Rhino 

garra, Garra 

bicornuta, has two horns. 

Although their exact 

function remains unclear, 

they are thought to be 

related to reproduction or 

communication. The 

horns are more fully 

developed in males and 

are held erect during 

bouts of sparring.

Fancy 

goldfish are 

prone to 

swimbladder issues 

due to the shortened, 

distorted body. The 

most prone are those 

with very deep, very 

short bodies and short 

twin tails. If buying, try 

to select those fish with 

the most elongate 

bodies and long tails, 

as the tail helps 

balance the fish.  

87

The world’s oldest Koi 

was called Hanako, 

meaning ‘flower maid’. 

She died in 1977 at the 

age of 226 years.

82

In 2016 a Betta 

splendens was sold 

for the equivalent of 

£1222 in an online auction on 

Facebook. Why? Well, it turns 

out that the colours of this 

Fighter mimic the horizontal 

stripes of the national flag of 

Thailand, which is where the 

fish’s breeder, Kachen 

Worachai, lives.

Some bristleworm species 

can reach 3m/9.8ft long 

and 3cm/1.2in diameter. 

Luckily, most of those in 

our reef tanks don’t get 

near that size!
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Amazing fish

Coral 

groupers, 

Plectropomus 

pessuliferus, hunt in the 

Red Sea alongside Giant 

morays, Gymnothorax 

javanicus. Morays can get 

into crevices that 

groupers can’t, so if the 

grouper’s prey escapes 

into rockwork it finds a 

nearby moray and directs 

it to the right spot using a 

headstanding display. 

The moray works its way 

in and while it may snaffle 

the original quarry, any 

further prey flushed out is 

fair game for the grouper.

Do you have a killer in the home? 

Zoanthids are potentially very 

dangerous, thanks to their ability 

to release palytoxin (PTX), which is 

produced by bacteria living within their 

tissue. This is an extremely potent toxin 

which can be released when the animal 

is stressed. It can be inhaled when  

handling specimens and several  

aquarists have been hospitalised  

with palytoxin poisoning after  

working with them. If you’re  

handling zoas, gloves and even  

eye protection is advised!

Parrotfish slip 

into a set of 

protective 

‘pyjamas’ at night. 

Special glands 

near the gills 

secrete a mucus 

cocoon which 

envelops the 

sleeping fish. 

Research suggests 

this glycoprotein 

bubble provides a 

physical barrier against 

isopods and other parasites to 

which the fish is vulnerable at night, as well 

as masking the fish’s odour, which the 

parasites use to home in on their host.

Frogfish (Antennarius spp.) go fishing for their prey. They are 

masters of disguise, and blend in perfectly with their 

environment, while waving a specialised lure known as an esca 

above their mouths. The esca may be tufted and resemble a shrimp, or it 

may be more worm-like. Either way, it’s easy to see why these fish are also 

known as anglers.

92

Some fish lay sticky eggs that they attach to their own body to 

keep them safe. Ricefish do a wonderful job of attaching eggs to 

their abdomens, while some South American whiptail catfish 

carry eggs under their lower lip. Alternatively, some Geophagine cichlids 

lay eggs on a leaf, then pick the leaf up and move that…

For reef fish such as the Ambon damsel, Pomacentrus 

amboinensis, ultraviolet vision is important for 

recognising others. Predators can’t see UV light as well as 

these small fish, but facial markings visible to the damsels in 

ultraviolet light allow them to recognise whether intruders to their 

territory are conspecific (and therefore direct competition) or 

heterospecific (which offer less competition and therefore less threat). 

This gives small prey species a ‘secret channel’ of communication 

where they easily recognise each other but remain relatively 

inconspicuous to predators.

93

The original Siamese 

fighting fish is a blunt-

nosed, stocky, short-

finned fish, called a Plakat. They are 

still used for fighting in Thailand 

where sizeable bets are placed on the 

outcomes. These fish are bred for 

strength and aggression — our more 

ornate versions wouldn’t last two 

seconds against them.

The beautiful Mandarin, 

Synchiropus splendidus, 

apparently smells disgusting. 

Lacking protective scales, it 

relies on a toxic mucus to deter 

predators, coupled with an 

offputting foul stench!

94 95

Pistol shrimp catch 

their prey using bullets 

made of bubbles. The 

shrimp snap a specialised claw 

at immense speed to produce a 

cavitation bubble. This collapses, 

creating heat, light and sound, 

which registers more decibels 

than a gunshot! The shockwave 

produced can stun or even kill 

fish and other invertebrates.

97
Phallostethus cuulong from Vietnam’s Mekong Delta has its 

penis under its chin (if fish have chins, that is). While most 

animals have their genitals near their tail region, the location of 

this fish’s penis allows it to mate with females that it grabs with its mouth.
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In the third part of our Practical 
Fishkeeping diploma series, we take 
you through fish habitats  
and physiology.  

W
here do fish live? What 
physical features do they 
possess to cope with the 
habitats they inhabit? 

The answers to these are fundamental 
to how we should approach their care in 
captivity. Fish are biological machines, 
finely tuned for life in a particular 
environment. Stray too far from that 
environment and you place excess 
demands on the fish’s physiology, leading 
to harm or death. 

Understanding how key organs and 
appendages function is central to basic 
functions like swimming and breeding. 
In a later part of the diploma, we will be 
looking at how basic husbandry choices 
can seriously affect the way that organs 
function. 

While some fish are adaptable and easy 
going, others are highly demanding and 
require specific conditions. 

PART THREE: PHYSIOLOGY

AQUATIC

SCHOOL
DIPLOMA

In association with

REGISTER NOW 
at

www.practicalfishkeeping.
co.uk/diploma and at the 

end of the course we’ll send 
you a link to take the free 

online exam. Pass the 
exam to receive your 

Fishkeeping 
Diploma!

MISSED PARTS ONE & TWO?
Buy the October and November issues 
at pfkmag.com with free first class 
postage if you live in the UK!

Shot from orbit, Lake 
Malawi is bigger than 

your typical British lake. 
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Aquatic environments
The water on Earth is made up of two types: 
Freshwater and Saltwater. Of the two, 
Saltwater constitutes around 97% of 
all water on Earth, distributed between 
oceans and seas, and saline groundwater. 

Freshwater, constitutes around 
2.75%, and exists mainly as 
groundwater and soil moisture. Less 
than 0.01% of all the freshwater in the 
world is found in lakes and rivers. 

Saltwater is generally consistent in its 
make-up, with around 35g of sodium 
chloride (or salt) per litre. Saltwater is 
found in all the world’s oceans and seas.

Brackish water refers to saltwater and 
freshwater mix. Brackish water has a 
salinity between 0.5 and 30g salt per litre of 
water. In aquaria, brackish fish include the 
likes of Mudskippers, Archerfish and 
Monodactylus. Typical brackish habitats 
include estuaries and mangrove 
swamps.

Most of the freshwater on Earth 
originates as precipitation – rain,  
mist and snow. Pure rainwater is soft 
with a neutral pH, because it lacks any 
mineral content.

Because precipitation spends so much 
time in the atmosphere, it can have its 
chemistry altered. In areas of pollution, 
where factories pump sulphur and 
nitrogen into the air, the rain can become 
acidic.

Where rain falls, and what it comes 
into contact with immediately after, 
will affect water chemistry. Water that 
falls over calcium rich rocks (such as chalk) 
will become hard and alkaline. Underlying 
rocks like limestone can seriously alter 
hardness values. 

Rain that falls over soil and leaf litter,
such as in a rainforest, will become 
contaminated with organic acids, and these 
will cause the water to become increasingly 
acidic. If those areas also lack rock 
structures that can harden water, it will 
remain soft and acidic. 

Freshwater habitats can be divided 
between lentic, lotic and wetland 
ecosystems. 

]  Lentic habitats are those where the 
water remains still, or is very slow  
moving, and typical examples of these 

include lakes, ponds and pools. 
Aquarists often purchase fish from lentic 

habitats, and recreate them as biotopes. 
African Rift valley cichlids, like those from 
lakes Malawi and Tanganyika are perfect 
examples of lentic aquarium species. 

]  Lotic habitats are those with running 
water, such as rivers, streams and 
springs. 

Many of the fish we buy come from rivers, 
but not all rivers are the same. Rivers can be 
fast or slow flowing. Because of the 
environment they run over, they may be 
blackwater habitats, with high levels of 
dissolved acids. They may be whitewater
habitats with high turbidity and cloudiness. 
Or they may be clearwater habitats, with 
little turbidity. Clearwater may have high 
or low levels of hardness.

]  Wetland habitats are temporary or 
permanent bodies of water over heavily 
vegetated areas. Typical examples are 
swamps and bogs. Aquarium fish come 
from wetlands, such as the popular Siamese 
fighter, Betta splendens, which lives in 
shallow swamps.
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Sekonyer River, 
Indonesia.

Blackwater stream, 
Borneo.

Whitewater habitat.
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Fish anatomy KIDNEY
Blood purifying organ 
that extracts wastes like 
ammonia from the body. 
Also regulates the amount 
of water present in the fish.

SWIMBLADDER 
This bag of air serves 
mainly to keep the fish 
buoyant in the water. In 
some fish, it is divided 
into a front and a rear 
portion. Also used as 
a hearing accessory, 
as well as a sound 
production amplifier in 
some fish. In species 
like the Lungfish, the 
swimbladder has evolved 
into an accessory that 
lets them breathe 
atmospheric air. 

STOMACH
Digests food with 
gastric juices. In 
predatory fish the 
stomach may be 
large and elastic to 
accommodate big, 
meaty meals. In 
herbivores, it tends to 
be small. Some catfish 
like Corydoras also use 
the stomach to extract 
oxygen from air, taking 
periodic gulps of it 
from the surface. Some 
fish lack a stomach 
altogether.

MUSCLE BLOCKS 
Most fish muscle is white muscle, 
with a smaller amount of red (or 
dark) muscle. The more active 
a fish, the more red muscle it 
will have. Red muscle is aerobic, 
while white muscle is anaerobic. 
White muscle fatigues quickly 
during continuous swimming. 

CAUDAL FIN 
The tail fin of the fish, 
that may take several 
shapes including forked, 
round, pointed, square 
and indented. Some fish 
like Guppies have hugely 
elongated caudal fins for 
display purposes. 

SCALES 
Fish are either scaled or 
scaleless – catfish lack 
scales, though some of 
them may have armoured, 
overlapping plates instead. 
Scales can be cycloid 
(circular, and the most 
common type), ctenoid 
(scales with teeth along the 
edges) or ganoid (diamond 
shaped). Scales protect 
a fish’s soft tissues from 
physical damage, as well 
as parasites and other 
pathogens. 

VENT 
The combined 
anus and egg/
sperm duct of 
the fish. Used 
to excrete 
waste and lay 
eggs. 

ANAL FIN 
Single fin on the 
underside of the fish, 
always located behind 
the vent. Fish like 
knifefish use the anal fin 
as their main source of 
locomotion. 

BARBELS 
Sensory apparatus 
containing taste buds, 
used to find food. 

ADIPOSE FIN 
A soft, fleshy pseudo fin that sits 
behind the dorsal fin in many 
catfish and characins.  
Does not possess  
spines or rays. 

PECTORAL FINS 
The paired fins on the flanks 
behind a fish’s head. Used for 
steering and precise control, 
though some species use 
them as their main source of 
locomotion. 

PELVIC FINS 
Paired fins on the 
underside of the fish, 
always situated in front of 
the vent. Pelvic fins may 
be adapted into suckers in 
some fish, while others use 
them as tactile feelers, with 
taste buds on them. 

EYE POSITION
High-definition sighted predatory fish like 
Archerfish use large, forward facing eyes to 
accurately assess the position and distance 
of prey above the water line. 

Fish that aren’t predatory tend to have 
low definition sighting, where the eyes are 
situated on either side of the head. This 
gives them a greater all-round field of view 
that allows them to see if predators are 
creeping up behind them. The majority of 
small prey fish like tetras have this wide 
field of view. 
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GILLS 
Allow ventilation of the 
fish (oxygen in, carbon 
dioxide out). Also used in 
osmoregulation and to release 
ammonia into the water. 
The gills contain chloride 
cells that help to maintain 
osmoregulation by stopping 
certain salts escaping in to 
the water around them.

LABYRINTH ORGAN 
Anabantoid fish like gouramis 
have a breathing accessory 
above the gills that allows them 
to breathe atmospheric air. It 
is possible for fish with heavy 
reliance on this organ to drown.

HEART 
Pumps blood around the 
body. Fish hearts have a 
bulbus arteriosus which 
is an inflatable elastic 
chamber that causes 
the blood to move 
around the body in a 
continuous, undisturbed 
stream, as opposed to 
the beating movement 
of blood in humans. 
Because fish gills are 
delicate, a pulsing blood 
flow would damage 
them.  

LIVER
This has multiple 
roles including 
bile production 
for digestion, 
decomposition of red 
blood cells, glycogen 
(energy) store, 
detoxifying metabolites, 
hormone production. In 
larval fish and marine 
sharks, the liver aids 
buoyancy as it contains 
so much oil. 

GALL BLADDER
Stores bile produced 
by the liver. 

PYLORIC CAECA
Fingerlike projections 
on the stomach, the 
purpose of which seems 
related to amino acid 
uptake, though the full 
role is still uncertain. 

INTESTINE 
Part of the digestive tract related to extraction of 
nutrients. Carnivores tend to have short intestines, while 
herbivores have long ones to allow a long extraction time. 

TESTES OR OVARIES
The sexual cell production 
site of the fish. Males 
produce sperm and females 
produce eggs here. 

BRAIN
The control 
centre of 
the fish for 
conscious and 
unconscious 
actions. 

INNER EAR 
Fish ears are set deep inside the 
head, usually connected to the likes 
of a Weberian apparatus. The inner 
ear also contains the otolith, which is 
a stony structure on a bed of nerves 
that allows the fish to sense its own 
movement and orientation. 

WEBERIAN APPARATUS 
A structure of bones that connect 
the swimbladder to the inner ear, 
allowing the fish to detect sounds 
that the inner ear alone would be 
unable to hear. 

TEETH 
Some fish have 
mandibular teeth set in 
the jaws, but many fish 
also possess pharyngeal 
teeth within the throat. 

SKELETON
Fish are divided between the teleosts, or 
bony fish, and the elasmobranchs which 
have cartilaginous skeletons. The fish kept 
in aquaria are usually teleosts. 

EYE 
Large eyes are usually associated 
with visual predators like Pike. 
Deepwater fish and nocturnal 
species may have tiny or 
skin-covered eyes and rely on 
other senses to hunt. Fish are 
considerably less visually-oriented 
than humans are, but most species 
have colour vision. Some fish can 
see ultraviolet and polarised light. 

DORSAL FIN 
The fin at the top, comprised of hard spines and 
soft rays. Some fish have two dorsal fins. May be 
used as a colourful breeding ornament. May also 
be used defensively in some fish.
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What is osmoregulation? 
In fish, osmoregulation refers to the balance 
of salt and fluid in the body. 

Because freshwater fish contain more 
salts than the water they live in, water is 
always trying to creep in to their tissues. 
This means that their kidneys work 
constantly to filter out the excess water, 
which is then passed out as incredibly  
dilute urine. 

Saltwater fish contain less salt than the 
water around them. Their struggle is to 
keep enough fluid in the body. In contrast to 
freshwater fish, marine fish drink copiously, 
and their stomachs and kidneys 
then filter the excess salts 
from their bodies, causing 
them to occasionally 
excrete very small, 
highly concentrated 
amounts of urine. 

If a fish loses the 
ability to 
osmoregulate 
properly, it usually 
dies soon after 
from a lack or 
overabundance of 
either minerals or 
water in the body. 

Body shapes – fish have a 
body shape optimally evolved 
to the habitat they live in. 
]�Fish that move about lots, or swim 
through moving water are usually a 
hydrodynamic fusiform or torpediform 
shape, tapering at each end and 
streamlined. 

]�Fish that live in crevices, or explore 
confided spaces often have a cyclindrical or 
filiform (eel shaped) body. Smaller fish 
may even be vermiform (worm shaped) to 
help them bury in soft substrates. 

]�Fish from slow habitats are sometimes 
compressed and laterally thin, as Discus 

and Angelfish are. They do not need 
powerful bodies for endurance swimming, 
but are able to change direction quickly, 
evading predators. 

]�Fish in torrential rivers are often 
ventrally flattened with flat bellies, to 
present as little resistance as possible to 
water as they hug to substrates. They may 
even have adapted fins or mouthparts that 
act as suction cups, helping secure them  
to rocks. 

]�Fish that require sudden bursts of speed 
for hunting (such as Pike) have 

thin, arrow like bodies with 
their dorsal and anal fins 

set far back, for optimal 
acceleration. 

Fish mouths.
Fish mouths are 
positioned 
according to 
where they feed 

from. 

]�Terminal mouths 
are positioned at the 

front of the fish, facing 
straight ahead. A fish with this 

mouth can feed from all levels, and 
often finds its food in midwater. 

]�Superior mouths are upwards pointing, 
such as those on Mollies. Fish with superior 
mouths feed mainly from the surface and 
will struggle to eat food once it sinks down 
past them. 

]�Inferior mouths point downwards and 
are slung underneath the fish, as in most 
catfish. Fish with an inferior mouth need to 
wait for food to reach the substrate before 
they can eat it. Some catfish have devised 
ways of swimming upside down in order to 
access food from the water’s surface. 

Tail shapes
Tail shape varies hugely between fish, 

but some of the most common include...

Rounded

Lunate

Forked

Emarginate

Truncate

Catfish mouths are 
fringed with taste 
sensitive barbels. 

Inferior mouths face 
downwards.
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  Part 3

In association with

HOW YOU CAN GAIN YOUR DIPLOMA

Go to www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk/diploma and register for 

the free online exam now. You will then be sent a link to take the 

exam at the end of the five-month course (there will be a paper copy 

option for readers without online access). If you pass the exam, you 

will receive your very own Fishkeeping Diploma, to show that you 

have successfully completed the course, and which is yours to 

display on the wall near your aquarium, hang in your fish house 

— or keep somewhere safe where you can take it out and just look 

at it from time to time. Open to UK residents only. The Fishkeeping 

Diploma is not a qualification and should not be confused with the 

type of diploma presented by colleges, universities and other 

educational establishments.

The Fishkeeping Diploma is awarded by PFK in association with 

Fluval. For more info on Fluval, visit www.fluvalaquatics.com/uk

Reproduction

Fish broadly fall into two reproductive 
categories: livebearers and egglayers. 

Egg laying fish make up the majority of 
species. Most aquarium species are 
ovipularous, which means that the female 
lays eggs that are then fertilised by the male 
outside of her body. With ovipularous fish, 
the female will lay her eggs, and the male 
will then follow her, fertilising them by 
depositing his sperm straight on to them. 

Less common are oviparous fish, where 
the eggs are fertilised inside the female and 
then laid afterwards. Some sharks and rays 
do this.  

Livebearing fish in aquaria are, with rare 
exceptions, ovoviviparous. Guppies, 
Platies and Mollies are all breed this way, 
where the male fish fertilises the eggs inside 
the female, but she retains them inside her 
as they develop. Aside 

providing some oxygen for them, the female 
offers no further nutrients. The young feed 
on the yolks sacs provided as eggs, and when 
fully formed the female will release the 
swimming young directly in to the water to 
fend for themselves. 

Another, rarer type of 
livebearing is viviparity, 
where eggs are fertilised 
internally, but then 
receive nutrients 
either as tissue or 
blood from the 
mother. Some 
halfbeaks, seahorses 
and sharks use this 
form of reproduction. 

Fish can be either 
gonochoristic or 
hermaphroditic. 

]�Gonochoristic fish are those with 
clearly defined males and females, and 
never change sex throughout their lives. 

]�Hermaphroditic fish may 
switch sex at some stage of their 

life. They are usually sequential, meaning 
that they start life one sex and transform 
into the other. 

Hermaphrodyte fish that start their lives 
female and transform into a male are 

said to be protogynous. Many 
marine wrasses do this. 

Hermaphrodyte fish that 
start their lives male and 

later transform to female 
are said to be 
protrandrous. Marine 
Clownfish are perfect 
examples of this. 

As well as sequential 
hermaphrodites there 

are also synchronous 
hermaphrodites.

These fish are rare, but  
can function as either sex at 

any time. 
Fish will often display sexual differences 

between males and females. 
In livebearing fish such as guppies, there 

are clear primary sexual characteristics
 — differences between the sexes that are 
directly involved in reproduction. In male 
guppies, the anal fin has developed into a 
reproductive organ known as the 
gonopodium. This tubular accessory can 
be aimed in many directions and is used to 
shoot packages of sperm directly at the 
vents of females. By comparison, the female 
guppy possesses an entirely normal, 
non-adapted anal fin. 

Many fish display secondary sexual 
characteristics. These are physical clues 
to a fish’s sex that play no direct role on the 
fertilisation process. Typical examples of 
secondary sexual characteristics include 
size differences, differences in fin shapes 
and differences in colours between males 
and females. 

A good example of a secondary sexual 
characteristic can be seen in Swordtails. 
While female Swordtails always have an 
ordinary, paddle shaped tail, the males 
develop huge extensions on their tails. 
Many commonly kept species,  
including the bulk of all cichlids and 
gourmais display some kind of secondary 
sexual characteristic. 

What defines male and 
female?

The gender of a sexually reproducing 
organism is defined by the size of the sex 
cells. The organism with the larger sex cell 
is the female, while the smaller sex cells are 
those of the male.  

Swordtail male (top) 
and female (bottom). 
Note the tail fin 
extension.

Guppy female 
(top) and male 
(bottom). 
Note the 
gonopodium. 

Livebearer fry being 
born.
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Most fish lay eggs that 
are then fertilised by 
males. 



Bare tanks are a controversial topic among fishkeepers. 
But do they really have any influence on the behaviour 
or wellbeing of our fish? A college student from Cornwall 
wanted to find out... 
WORDS: ANDREW GOLLEY AND JOSEPH THOMPSON
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Behaviour

F
or me, it is difficult to think of a 
more challenging, interesting, and 
rewarding hobby than 
fishkeeping. No matter how much 

experience you have, there are always new 
fish to keep, different techniques to try out, 
new and emerging technologies to get to 
grips with, and most importantly, new 
things to learn. Magazines, Internet forums 
and even YouTube all provide platforms for 
learning about the hobby on an 
unprecedented scale, where the exchange of 
ideas and experiences, in a helpful and 
supportive environment, can inspire 
fishkeepers of all ages and knowledge  
levels to push the boundaries and try 
something new. 

But does that mean that everyone in the 
hobby agrees on everything, and is always 
happy to take on board advice and 
recommendations? Absolutely not! There is 
no shortage of contentious issues when it 

comes to fishkeeping, and equally no 
shortage of strong opinions regarding how 
things ‘should’ be done. It can be a dizzying 
and frustrating experience where fantastic 
and well considered responses from vastly 
experienced aquarists can share equal 
billing with poorly understood guesswork 
from (usually) well intentioned novices. 
The best way forward, in my experience, is 
to find someone with a successful and 
proven track record, and follow their advice. 

The pros and cons of 
furnished tanks
One of the more contentious issues out 
there is whether or not it is okay to keep fish 
in bare tanks. Visit any fish breeder, 
wholesaler, or laboratory in the country, and 
you are highly unlikely to see any substrate 
or decor in their tanks, and bare bottoms are 
also becoming increasingly popular with 
reefkeepers. The reasons for its success are 
hard to argue with; substrate and decor 
easily trap detritus, uneaten food, and 
faeces, potentially fouling the water, which 
in turn can lead to algae issues and poor fish 
health, growth and development. With a 
bare bottom, waste products are easily 
spotted and can be syphoned out before they 
begin to break down and affect water 
quality. In a reef tank, higher flow rates can 
be achieved without creating unnatural 
looking sand banks in the tank, and this 
increased flow also keeps waste in the water 
column, where it can be dealt with by the 
filter. Without regular maintenance, 
substrates (particularly deep ones) can also 
develop ‘dead spots’, where an abundance of 
detritus and a lack of oxygen promotes the 
growth of anaerobic bacteria, which can 
produce potentially harmful gases in the 
form of methane and hydrogen sulphide. If 
you ever get a whiff of rotten eggs coming 
from your tank, this is the likely cause, and it 
requires attention. So why doesn’t everyone 
keep their fish in this way?

Substrate and decor can play very 
important roles in many aquaria. Planted 
tanks generally require a substrate, as the 

majority of aquatic plants that we wish to 
keep need to be rooted in something, which 
helps to keep them in position, but also acts 
as an important source of nutrients. In the 
marine hobby, people have used deep sand 
beds for years as a method of reducing 
nitrates, with substrate and live rock 
becoming thriving ecosystems all of their 
own, full of bacteria and invertebrates that 
can complement fish and corals. One of the 
main reasons we tend to use substrate and 
decor in our tanks, however, is for pure 
aesthetics — we want our tanks to look 
attractive, and in most cases, natural. One of 
the suggested benefits of setting up an 
attractive and natural looking tank, 
complete with appropriate substrate, wood, 
rocks, plants, and even leaf litter, is that we 
get to see our fish demonstrate more natural 
behaviour. PFKs own Nathan Hill 
experienced this recently, when he set up 
his Neon tetra biotope (PFK June 2017). 

Putting decor to the test
Joseph Thompson is a student at Cornwall 
College Newquay, where he has just 
completed a FdSc in Marine Conservation. 
He was interested in whether or not fish 
behaviour would be different between tanks 
that were bare, and those with substrate and 
decor. As the basis of a study, he chose Zebra 
danios, Danio rerio. This species is kept 
extensively around the world by hobbyists, 
but also in laboratories, where it has become 
one of the most commonly used animal 
models to study vertebrate development, 
disease, and gene function. In laboratories, 
these fish are typically kept in bare tanks, 
which helps to maintain optimal water 
quality more efficiently. But does efficient 
cleanliness come at the cost of preventing 
these fish from being able to express their 
natural behaviour? 

To study this idea, Joe used four tanks 
measuring 61 x 38 x 34cm, which ran on a 
centralised system, with a water 
temperature of 25°C. Weekly water changes 
of 50% were carried out, and there was an 
eight-hour photoperiod from one T8 

Planted tanks with lots of decor are 
harder to keep clean, and the fish are 
difficult to catch, so many shops and 

breeders opt for bare set-ups.

Most fishkeepers prefer their 
tanks to have decor, whether 

natural or not.
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fluorescent tube over each tank. The four 
tanks were set up in the following way: 
1. Bare 
2. Gravel substrate
3. Bare bottom with two artificial plants
4.  Gravel substrate and two artificial 

plants. 

Four mixed-gender groups of seven Zebra 
danios were used, fed flake food twice daily. 
Before beginning the study, Joe carried out 
a pilot study, which enabled him to develop 
an ethogram (a list of behaviours). The key 
behaviours that he identified the danios 
engaging in were:
OForaging on the bottom
OForaging at the surface
O�Moving (which related to swimming 

slowly without any noticeable aim, and 
also controlled fin movements to 
maintain a stationary position in the 
water column
OChasing.

To collect the data, Joe carried out ten 
30-minute observations on each tank, 

always in the middle of the day to avoid 
feeding times, which could alter the danios’ 
behaviour. He used scan sampling, 
recording the behaviours observed at every 
one-minute interval. At the end of each day, 
all four groups of fish were rotated 
clockwise through the experimental tanks. 
This rotation helped to avoid the fish 
becoming habituated to any one of the set 
ups. The data from Joe’s observations can 
be seen in the chart below.

From the data, you’ll see that most notable 
was the significant increase in foraging at 
the bottom in the two tanks with a gravel 
substrate. This could be considered a 
positive and natural behaviour, and 
supports the use of substrate in aquaria 
housing this species. In the two tanks 
containing the artificial plants, there was a 
noticeable increase in chasing behaviour. 
Although this antagonistic behaviour could 
be considered a bad thing, it is perfectly 
natural for this species, where males will 
battle for dominance and to attract females, 
and males will also chase females in 
courtship. Another interesting observation 

was the significant reduction in general 
moving behaviour in the tank with both 
gravel and artificial plants. This suggests 
that adding complexity to the environment 
led the fish to spend more time expressing 
natural behaviours, such as chasing and 
foraging, and less time swimming idly 
around the tank or maintaining a  
stationary position. 

So where does this study leave us?  
There can be little doubt that a bare tank 

offers many advantages, and for those 
aquarists setting up a quarantine, hospital, 
breeding, or rearing tank, the benefits of 
maintaining optimal water quality 
efficiently make it an attractive proposition. 
However, for those wanting a small piece of 
nature in their living rooms, where you get 
to observe the full range of natural 
behaviours, from peaceful foraging, to more 
antagonistic battles for dominance, then 
substrate and decor could be the way to go. 
It will likely require more effort on your part 
to keep things clean, and to prevent water 
quality from deteriorating, but your fish 
may just well thank you for it.

Foraging on the 
bottom

Foraging at the 
surface

Moving Chasing Other

Bare

Gravel

Plants

Gravel & Plants

OBSERVED BEHAVIOURS
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PFK recommends

Danios are now so heavily farmed that 

it’s almost the case that biotopes are 

wasted on them, but as Joseph 

Thompson’s study shows, layout can still 

affect their behaviour.

To see any fish at its most ‘natural’ the 

weapon of choice is always the biotope, 

and my own experiences with danios 

seem to support this. While they can 

thrive in community tanks, and with 

decoration that could be classed at 

eccentric at best, the extra intensity of 

colour and primordial hunting behaviour 

that comes from housing them in 

something a little more authentic is 

totally worth the extra effort. 

Wild Zebra danios come from India and 

Bangladesh, and while they can be found 

in slow rivers and streams, they prefer 

seasonal pools and rice paddies, over 

mud and amongst dense floating plants. 

My favourite danio layout to date 

involved a mixture of open space and a 

thick bank of one plant species. Aside a 

pair of Dwarf gouramis, the danios were 

the only fish present, where they made 

use of the heavy vegetation. Their 

colours (never underestimate the intense 

platinum, gold and blue hues of the 

Zebra) boosted to levels beyond any I’d 

seen in community-kept fish. 

The fact the tank was large had a big 

impact on behaviour, too. While in 

smaller tanks the Zebras tend to step on 

each other’s fins, and bicker and 

squabble, my own fish would reach the 

edge of some invisible boundary and 

then turn back or veer off to avoid 

confrontation. 

At a glance
How to get the best from Danio rerio. 

� Big tank (100cm/40in or more).

� Lots of thick plants like Hygrophila 

difformis.

� Dark, murky substrate.

� Wood tangles to provide boundary 

waypoints.

� Roughly neutral pH, medium hard 

water.

� Slightly cooler water at 18 to 20°C.

� Plenty of live and frozen foods!

73

Setting up for Zebra 
danios 
WORDS: NATHAN HILL

1. BARE

2. GRAVEL ONLY

3. PLANTS, NO SUBSTRATE

4. GRAVEL & PLANTS

FISH  FACTFILE
�Scientific name: Danio rerio  

(Dan-ee-oh rear-ee-oh).

�Size: To 5cm.

�Origin: India, Bangladesh.

�Habitat: Streams and rivers over rocky 

substrates but close to vegetated 

banks; pools and rice paddies in heavy 

plants and floating vegetation. Very 

little flow, if any. 

�Tank size: Minimum 60 x 30cm 

footprint.

�Water requirements: Roughly neutral, 

6.5 to 7.5pH ideal, hardness 8 to 20°H.

�Temperature: Subtropical. Somewhere 

between 16 and 25°C, ideally in the 

18°C region.

�Temperament: Peaceful, can chase 

tankmates but not aggressive. 

�Feeding: Tiny insects and crustaceans, 

live and frozen Daphnia, Cyclops, 

bloodworm, fruit flies, flakes and small 

floating pellets. 

�Availability and cost: Farmed fish 

widely, from £1.50. Wild fish rare, 

expect to pay £2.95 or more for quality 

examples. 

54 l+
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The study showed 
significantly more 
foraging at the 
bottom of the two 
tanks with a 
gravel substrate.

 Tank volume

Keep danios in groups of at 
least six, preferably more.
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It’s time to reveal 
the winners in 
this year’s PFK 
Readers’ Poll. So, 
which were your 
top shops in 2017?

TOP  
of the  
SHOPS!
O

ur 2017 Readers’ Poll to find 
your favourite aquatic shops saw 
a record number of votes — 
almost 30% up on 2016. And it 

has to be said that there were some 
surprises this year too.

Retailer of the Year

The winner of the coveted title of Retailer 
of the Year goes to Lincs Aquatics, in 
Alford, Lincolnshire, which managed to 
knock Charterhouse Aquatics off top spot, 
where it had been for three consecutive 
years — although the London-based retailer  
still secured enough votes to gain the 
runner-up place.  

Lincs Aquatics is a family owned 
independent, which has been up there with 
the top performers in the poll for a number 
of years. It’s described as the UK’s largest 
indoor aquatic centre, and if you’ve never 
been before, trust us — it’s huge. The shop  
is located inside a 30,000 sq. ft. aircraft 
hangar, after all…

PFK’s Nathan Hill said of the store: 
“Stepping inside it’s hard not to be awed by 
the sheer expanse, as banks of tanks literally 
vanish into the horizon. Trops are so well 
catered for that they’re organised into 
sections by family, so there’s a tetra bank, a 
rainbowfish bank, a barb bank, and so on. If 
you’re not looking for something specific 
expect lots of browsing time. 

“As you’d expect from such a 
comprehensive stocking, there’s something 
for beginners to elite aquarists, so the only 
thing you’ll be stuck for is choice. Size isn’t 
everything, but Lincs Aquatics have that 
covered by offering quality too. I asked how 
much water there was here, and the reply 
was ‘over half a million gallons’. I’m 
impressed, and think you will be as well.” 
Lincs Aquatics also clinched the Marine 
and Pond Retailer of the Year categories. 

PFK describes runner-up Retailer of 
the Year, Charterhouse Aquatics, as “a 
must-see shop, if only to witness the 
incredible showroom with its inspirational 
marine and freshwater displays in such 
stylish and progressive environment. The 
most forward-thinking aquatic retailer 

we’ve visited.” Charterhouse was also 
runner-up in the online category. 

Best small shop

Small Retailer of the Year goes to 
Octopus 8 Aquatics in East Yorkshire. 
This is a shop we’ve been hearing a lot of 
good things about — and judging by the 
number of votes it received, readers like it 
too. What makes it even more special is that 
it’s been open less than a year. PFK’s George 
Farmer paid it a visit in the spring and he 
said: “This family owned and run business 
is one of the best UK aquatic retailers I’ve 
seen. This young store has a heavy high-end 
marine presence but a great selection of 
freshwater stock and aquascaping goods 
too...The highly skilled, approachable and 
friendly staff make you feel welcome and 
there’s a strong sense of community and a 
great atmosphere.”

Top online retailer

Online Retailer of the Year is AllPond 
Solutions. AllPond was established back in 
2006 and offers a huge range of products for 

both aquaria and ponds. The company has 
been expanding rapidly recently, doubling 
its storage space and last year it branched 
into livestock and plants, delivered by 
courier direct to your door.

It was great to see so many new shops 
doing really well this year. In addition to 
Octopus 8 other notables included Crowder 
Aquatics in Hampshire, which was the 
runner-up in the Regional category for the 
South-east. Other fresh faces onto the Top 
40 this year included New Concept 
Aquatics in Falkirk, Scotland; oddball 
specialists Tank Terror Aquatics, based in 
Launceston, Cornwall, and Lanchester 
Aquatics, in Co. Durham.

Specialist shops

Specialist award winners included Wharf 
Aquatics, in Pinxton, Notts., which won 
both the Oddball and Cichlid categories
while Seahorse Aquariums in Dublin
won both Catfish and Shrimp Retailer 
of the Year. You can find the full 
breakdown of the winners 
on the opposite page.

Prize draw winners 

We’d like to say a massive ‘thank you’ to our sponsors, Fluval, for their 

support with the Readers’ Poll. Fluval also provided some great prizes for the 

free draw, which everyone who voted was entered into. You can find the prize 

winners listed below.

The first prize winner of a fabulous Fluval Flex 57 l aquarium set, RRP 

£149.99 goes to: Lesley Coles, Romsey.

Second prize goes to Leah Gill of Harefield, who wins a Fluval U4 

underwater filter, RRP £76.99. Hayley Cudmore of Launceston wins the 

third prize of a Fluval AquaVac+ cleaner,  RRP £51.99. 

The following readers each receive a 

runner-up prize of a Fluval food and 

care product packages: Ian Nicholls, 

Enfield; Peter Alton, Waterlooville; 

David Hosie, Basingstoke; Sarah Hill, 

Redditch; Gary Williams, Co. Durham; 

William Hawley, Nottingham; Simon 

Cordey, Kent; Chris Trott, Harrogate; 

Malc Rowe, Normanton; Chloe 

Robertson, Inverness.

You can find more information on the Fluval 

range at www.fluvalaquatics.com
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Readers’ Poll
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TOP SPECIALISTS

Marine Retailer of the Year

Lincs Aquatics

Runner up: Seahorse Aquariums, Dublin

Cichlid Retailer of the Year

Wharf Aquatics, Pinxton, Notts.

Runner up: Seahorse Aquariums, Dublin

Catfish retailer of the Year

Seahorse Aquariums, Dublin

Runner up: Wharf Aquatics, Pinxton, Notts.

Discus Retailer of the Year

DL Discus, Co. Durham

Runner up: Devotedly Discus, East Sussex

Plant retailer of the Year

Emperor Tropicals, Plymouth, Devon

Runner up: Seahorse Aquariums, Dublin

Pond retailer of the Year

Lincs Aquatics, Alford, Lincs.

Runner up: Seahorse Aquariums, Dublin

Oddball Retailer of the Year

Wharf Aquatics, Pinxton, Notts.

Runner up: Tank Terror Aquatics,

Cornwall

Shrimp Retailer of the Year

Seahorse Aquariums, Dublin

Runner up: Wharf Aquatics, Pinxton, Notts.

REGIONAL

South east

Maidenhead Aquatics @ Windsor

Runner up: Crowder’s Aquatics, Hampshire

South west

Emperor Tropicals, Devon

Runner up: The Aquatic Store, Bristol

Wales

Maidenhead Aquatics @ Wenvoe

Runner up: Maidenhead Aquatics @ 

Cardiff

London

Charterhouse Aquatics, London

Runner up: Wholesale Tropicals, London

East Midlands

Lincs Aquatics, Alford, Lincs.

Runner up: Wharf Aquatics, Pinxton, Notts.

North east

DL Discus, Co. Durham

Runner up: Lanchester Aquatics, Co. 

Durham

Scotland

Discovery Aquatics, Dundee

Runner up: Fishkeeper Inverness

Republic of Ireland

Seahorse Aquariums, Dublin

Runner up: Carrick Aquatics, Co. 

Monaghan

Northern Ireland

Clearly Aquatics, Co. Down

Runner up: Exotic Aquatics, Belfast

North West

Aquahome Aquatic Centre, Lancs.

Runner up: Pier Aquatics, Wigan

East

The Waterzoo, Peterborough

Runner up: Amwell Aquatics, Soham

Yorks and Humber

Octopus 8, Brough, East Yorkshire

Runner up: Ferrybridge Aquatics, 

Wakefield

West Midlands

Maidenhead Aquatics @ Mere Park

Runner up: Maidenhead Aquatics @ 

Shirley

Scotland

Wales
East

London

Northern 
Ireland

North 
West

North 
East

East 
Midlands

West 
Midlands

South 
East

South 
West

Yorkshire & 
Humberside

Republic 
of Ireland

THE ROLL OF HONOUR

Retailer of the Year

Lincs Aquatics, Alford, Lincs.

Runner up: Charterhouse 

Aquatics, London

Online Retailer of the 

Year

AllPond Solutions

Runner up: Charterhouse Aquatics

Small Retailer of the Year

Octopus 8 Aquatics, Brough, East Yorkshire 

Runner up: Aqua Design Aquatics,

Skegness

TOP 40  

(IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER)

Abacus Aquatics, Kent 

Aqua Design Aquatics, Skegness 

Aquahome, Leyland, Lancs.

Aqualife, Leyland, Lancs. 

Aquatic Finatic, North Yorkshire 

Bow Aquatics, Devon 

Carrick Aquatics, Co Monaghan 

Charterhouse Aquatics, London 

Clearly Aquatics, Co. Down 

Crowder’s Aquatics, Hampshire 

Cuddra Aquatics, St. Austell, Cornwall

Discovery Aquatics, Dundee 

DL Discus, Co. Durham 

Emperor Tropicals, Plymouth, Devon 

Ferrybridge Aquatics, Wakefield 

FishCove Aquatics, Wimborne, Dorset 

Fishkeeper Braehead 

Fishkeeper Coatbridge

Fishkeeper Inverness

H2O Habitat, Surrey 

Innovation Aquatics, Southampton 

Lanchester Aquatics, Co. Durham

Lincs Aquatics, Alford, Lincs

Maidenhead Aquatics @ Mere Park 

Maidenhead Aquatics @ Shirley

Maidenhead Aquatics @ Wenvoe 

Maidenhead Aquatics @ Windsor 

New Concept Aquatics, Bonnybridge 

Octopus 8, Brough, East Yorkshire 

Pier Aquatics, Wigan, Lancs 

Real Reefs, Gloucs. 

Riverside Aquaria, West Lothian 

Seahorse Aquariums, Dublin

Sweet Knowle Aquatics, Warks.

Tank Terror Aquatics, Cornwall 

The Aquatic Store, Bristol 

The Waterzoo, Peterborough 

TriMar, Cornwall 

Wharf Aquatics, Pinxton, Notts.

Wholesale Tropicals, London 



TOP SHOP 
STAFF AWARD

receive fish that are a suitable addition for 
their aquarium — she will make sure that 
the tank size and water conditions meet 
with the needs of the fish, and that they will 
not meet any undue stress caused by 
aggression from larger fish or for a shoaling 
fish that they are bought in sufficient 
quantities. She also ensures that all of our 
fish deliveries are perfectly packaged and 
detailed acclimatisation information is 
provided with every order.”  
Alexandra Gooder, AllPond Solutions

Martin Chamberlain,  
The Aquatic Store, Bristol  
“I strongly believe Martin should be 
recognised for his hard work and dedication 
for the work he does. The shop has won 
many awards with PFK over the last few 
years and Martin has always worked hard to 
help achieve those awards — it would be 
fitting for him to receive a personal award 
for himself.

“In the seven years he has worked here, he 
has taken just three sick days — what 
dedication. He also worked with Steve, the 
last owner of the store. I was previously a 
member of staff working with Martin 
— during the transition of myself becoming 
the owner of the store, Martin was there 
helping where he could, either giving 
encouragement or working extra hours 
helping out. 

“Martin’s knowledge is second to none, 
from South and Central America to 
Australia, he knows the fish, biotope and 
care of most freshwater species. He is a 
walking encyclopedia. 

He’s also a keen aquascaper and has 

’scaped all our aquariums at the store. 
“His customer service is brilliant. He’s 

always going the extra mile with tip top 
pinpoint advice, always confident and has 
the love of the fish at mind.

“His passion is on another level — when 
we have a nice shipment in after opening 
the boxes to check the fish he is dancing 
around the fish room in delight at the fish 
we have received. I could not ask for a better 
fish house manager!”  
Nicholas Cox, The Aquatic Store, 
Bristol 

Kevin Headley, 
Maidenhead Aquatics @ Woking
I’d like to nominate my good friend and 
colleague, Kev Headley, who has worked for 
Maidenhead Aquatics at Woking for over 
ten years. During that time he has run every 
system in the shop, served thousands of 
customers and looked after countless 
numbers of livestock.

“For the past couple of years, Kevin has 
been running our marine system and the 
figures speak for themselves. He has 
developed a great relationship with new and 
existing customers and a reputation for 
importing unusual marine fish and 
invertebrates. He’s achieved all of this 
whilst blowing our previous margins out of 
the water.

“It’s important for me to add that I am the 
assistant manager but I wouldn’t possess 
half the knowledge that I have without 
Kevin’s help and support. He showed me 
how to tackle a sand filter, how to wrestle 
with an awkwardly placed UV steriliser and 
how to look after freshwater and marine 

In addition to the Readers’ Poll this year,  
we also asked retailers to nominate  
their staff for a new and special PFK Top 
Shop Staff award.

We have been inundated with entries for 
this — not just from managers and shop 
owners, but also with nominations from 
members of the public who have had 
amazing service.

Due to the sheer numbers involved,  
and the calibre of great candidates to  
choose from, we haven’t finished judging 
this award yet — the results will be 
announced soon.

Instead, you can find our shortlist below 
— in no particular order — along with a 
flavour of some of the comments and 
recommendations we’ve had from both 
retailers and readers, for some of the 
hardest-working individuals out there…

THE SHORTLIST

Demi Constantinides, 
Livestock Specialist, AllPond 
Solutions
“Since taking over in January, Demi has 
taken our livestock room from strength to 
strength, and personally oversees all of the 
fish orders being dispatched each week. 
Demi is a passionate fishkeeper herself, and 
has brought many ideas of new species that 
we can stock, ways that we can house  
them, and general best practices and 
maintenance that has helped both the fish 
and their sales flourish.

“As an online retailer, we do not have a 
face-to-face sales experience that a bricks 
and mortar store would have, but Demi goes 
above and beyond with her customer 
service to ensure that all of our customers 
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Demi Constantinides of AllPond Solutions. Kevin Headley of Maidenhead Aquatics @ Woking.



Readers’ Poll

species on a day-to-day basis. 
“We’re not a flashy bunch at MA@

Woking. You won’t find much information 
about us online, nor, to my knowledge,  
have we ever been featured in any 
publications. However, when it comes to 
knowledgeable, reliable, honest staff we 
have one of the best.”  
Tom, Maidenhead Aquatics@Woking

Andy Cripps, 
Brookside Garden Centre, Kent
“I would like to nominate Andy Cripps, our 
tropical fish unit manager, who is a very 
popular member of staff and goes above and 
beyond the normal expected standard of 
customer service.

“Our tropical fish unit has been trading 
since the early ’70s and Andy has been our 
fish manager for the past 20 years. He is 
very knowledgeable on fish management 
and products as well as being very friendly 
and approachable.

“Our unit has 3–4 staff on a seven-day 
basis, and at weekends and school  
holidays we have school/college students. 
Working over the years he has trained 
numerous students.

“This dedication to work has taken him to 
schools doing work around their fish tanks, 
sometimes in his own time and unpaid. His 
knowledge is obvious by giving confident 
advice to schools and homes for the disabled 
and customers.

“The unit consists of 82 tanks and it is 
always spotless and well stocked.”  
Terry Shead MBE, Senior Partner, 
Brookside Garden Centre, Kent

Luke Bonner 
Innovation Aquatics, Southampton
“Innovation Aquatics would not have 
survived let alone thrived, without Luke. 
After starting at our Millbrook store, 
coming in one day a week on a maintenance 

contract, Luke quickly showed an interest 
in improving the store, learning about the 
industry, all while studying for his marine 
biology degree. 

“Luke was an integral part of building the 
Innovation Aquatics St Deny’s store and 
with late import nights, a summer’s worth 
of building and continued sacrifice of pretty 
much every non academic hour, he has 
proved above and beyond to be the engine 
that keeps driving Innovation Aquatics. He 
has the ability to convey the necessary 
information to any level of hobbyist and 
professional alike. Luke is the best aquatics 
worker I have had the privilege of working 
alongside and at such a young age he  
will be a big name in the industry for years 
to come.”  
Ross Knight, Innovation Aquatics
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What the customers say
While we had asked for nominations to be 

sent in by retailers for their staff, it was 

great to see so many recommendations 

also coming in from customers. Here are 

just some of PFK readers’ top shop staff 

recommendations:

O Les at Maidenhead Aquatics @ 

Heighley Gate

“I am a teacher at a local school for 

children with special educational needs 

and have visited the store several times 

over the past year. Les has been fantastic 

with the children and even helped us to set 

up an aquarium within our classroom!” 

Lauren Caisley

O�Rachel at Maidenhead Aquatics @ 

Ascot

“Rachel has helped us start off in the 

aquarium hobby. She has talked us 

through the complete initial set up of our 

tank with infinite patience. We are 

complete newbies and she has never got 

fed up with our endless questions. She is 

always cheerful, friendly, funny and we 

look forward to seeing her.”  

Tracy Andrew

O�Sam of Acre’s Aquatics in Corsley 

Heath, Wiltshire

“No matter how much you struggle to find 

that one thing to really give your aquarium 

that touch of finesse, Sam just doesn’t stop 

until he can locate and order it in for you. 

His general knowledge is top notch and he 

is always helpful — my tank is thriving 

thanks to Sam.”  

Kris Dearman

O�Josh Sendra at Maidenhead Aquatics 

@ Teignmouth

“We bought our first tank four years ago 

and had no idea what to do with it. Josh 

was there to help immediately and has 

been the most attentive sales person.  We 

call him out of hours for emergency 

information regarding our marine tank and 

have even had him and his wife over for a 

BBQ when our tank sprung a leak and he 

travelled an hour to us to help fix it. He 

treats everyone who walks into the shop as 

his favourite and he works harder than 

anyone I know.”  

Victoria Weaving 

O�All the staff at Wharf Aquatics in Notts. 

“I have been visiting this excellent store 

whenever I can for around ten years now. 

It’s about two hours’ drive but it’s so worth 

it. The staff are incredibly hard working, 

knowledgeable, dedicated and passionate. 

They always take the time to chat and  

their enthusiasm really comes across. The 

tanks are always clean and well labelled 

with lots of extra information if the  

fish is rare or unusual. Top marks for a  

top team.”  

Bill Clapham

Luke Bonner of Innovation Aquatics.

Andy Cripps (pictured left) of Brookside Garden Centre.
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TOP of the  SHOPS!

            LINCS AQUATICS

From humble beginnings in 1989, Lincs Aquatics opened its 
first store in Lincolnshire. In 2012, the South Yorkshire branch 
was born, and 2017 brought the newest store to East Yorkshire.

Each store is uniquely different but has the same core family 
business values. Personal customer service is paramount, 
delivering professional aquatic knowledge. Lincs Aquatics’ 
team of staff has been built with a wealth of industry 
knowledge as well as a friendly approach.

Customers have helped Lincs Aquatics succeed to where we 
are today and for this a very huge thank you to all who voted 
and for the continued support — it is very much appreciated.

We would like to welcome any new customers into our stores 
to enjoy the Lincs Aquatics experience. 

We are a major stockist of all main brands of aquatic products 
and having (between our stores) over 1,000 tanks and vats of 
fish, incorporating pond, tropical, marine and fancy goldfish, 
you will be spoilt for choice, and all at competitive prices. 

A one-stop shop with actual working displays and all indoors, 
so whatever the weather we are well worth a visit from the new 
hobbyist to experienced fishkeepers. 

Why not come and feed the famous sturgeon at our 
Lincolnshire branch?

Barry and Rebecca would like to personally thank all their 
staff for helping them achieve this prestigious award — well 
done team.

Lincs Aquatics 

Hangar 1, Woodthorpe, Alford,

Lincolnshire, LN13 0DD

Tel. 01507 451 000

Website: www.lincsaquatics.co.uk
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Readers’  poll�

2017
RETAILER 

OF THE YEAR

Readers’  poll�

2017

  

MARINE

RETAILER

OF THE YEAR

OPENING TIMES� MONDAY: CLOSED
� TUES, WED & FRI 10.30-6.00

� THURS 10.30-2.00� SAT 10.00-6.00� SUN 10.00-2.00
www.wholesaletropicalsaquatics.co.uk

220 Bethnal Green Road, 

London, E2 

Tel: 020 77395356 

Fax: 020 77292444

CHARTERHOUSE AQUATICS

We would like to thank all of our loyal customer for their 
continued support over the last 12 months. 

As always, we have loads of new and exciting projects coming 
up, so watch this space!

Charterhouse Aquatics

14 Merchant Drive, 

Mead Lane Industrial Estate, 

Hertford, London, SG13 7AY.

Tel. 0203 697 3750

Website: www.charterhouse-aquatics.com
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TOP of the  SHOPS!

Here at Emperor we are very excited to have 
won ‘Plant Retailer Of The Year’ (four 
years in a row) and ‘South West Regional 
Winner’ (four out of the last five years!). A big 
thank you to all our customers who voted for us.

We pride ourselves on offering everything 
aquascapers and fishkeepers need and desire. 
We create theatre in-store to engage with 
customers, with a wide range of inspirational 
display set-ups and regular events including live 
demonstrations.

Established in 1983, Emperor Tropicals 
embraces the nostalgia of fishkeeping yet still 
strives forward with the latest innovations. We 
are packed to the roof with dry goods and get 
fresh deliveries of aquatic plants and Tropical, 
Coldwater and Marine livestock weekly.

Our well-established, enthusiastic staff share 
the love of fishkeeping and have won 
aquascaping titles in their own right. We offer 
a high level of customer service and through 
knowledge and experience support our 
customers from beginner to expert level.
� Visit us on December 2–3 for an Aquascaping 
Weekend with live demos and lots 
of promotions. 

           EMPEROR TROPICALS INNOVATION AQUATICS

WHARF AQUATICS DISCOVERY AQUATICS

Readers’poll�

2017
SOUTH WEST

RETAILER

OF THE YEAR

Readers’poll�

2017
AQUATIC PLANT

RETAILER

OF THE YEAR

Emperor Tropicals 

St. Erth Road, Manadon

Plymouth, Devon. PL2 3SW.

Tel. 01752 706633.

www.emperortropicals.co.uk

The Innovation Aquatics team would like to 
thank everyone who voted to keep us in PFK’s list 
of Top 40 aquatic stores. We have been working 
hard to progress Innovation Aquatics, enhancing 
our extensive marine repertoire whilst venturing 
into freshwater specialities such as shrimp 
keeping and planted aquariums.

 We have been surprised by just how far people 
travel to visit us and are pleased to 
boast the fact that we have very few 
one-off visitors. Our regular patrons 
visit monthly, weekly and sometimes 
daily — we guess our multiple 
deliveries weekly, varied supply 
sources and continued stock 
replenishment ensures no matter 
when you visit us, there will be great 
things to see.

 We have some great friends — 
those who give up their time and 
skills to help us press forward and all 
those who promote and authenticate 
Innovation Aquatics by word of 
mouth and on social media. Every 
like, share and kind comment 
is greatly appreciated. 

Innovation Aquatics

63/65 St Denys Road,

St Denys, Southampton, 

SO17 2FJ.

Tel. 02381 782525.

The staff at Wharf would like to say 
a big ‘thank you’ to our customers 
for their support in the past year, and for all the 
wonderful feedback and comments we receive in 
person and via social media. We are particularly 
pleased to have won the Cichlid and Oddball 
fish categories, and be runner-up for Catfish 
and Freshwater shrimp. We feel this reflects 
recognition of the very wide range of quality fish 
and inverts we stock — and very importantly, 
that we have staff with the experience and 
knowledge to sell them responsibly.

Over around 20 years, customers’ votes have 
seen us scoop many awards, including six top 
Retailer of the Year awards (more than any other 
shop) as well as many specialist categories. We 
feel this consistency is due to having staff who 
love the hobby, so we are always pushing to be 
even better.
Wharf has  tropical, 
marine, pond, 
coldwater, and 
reptile sections. We 
also build custom 
tanks, cabinets and 
filter systems.

Wharf Aquatics

65-67 Wharf Road, Pinxton, Notts NG16 6LH.

Tel: 01773 861255.

Marines: 01773 811044 Reptiles: 01773 811499

www.wharfaquatics.co.uk

Located just five minutes from J28 of the M1. Readers’poll�
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Scotland’s top shop 2017 — Wow!
We would like to thank everyone that voted for Discovery 

Aquatics — without your continued support we would not be 
here today.

We are now in our eighth year at Discovery Aquatics and are 
continually overwhelmed by the loyalty of our customers. Your 
backing has allowed us to develop and grow into the award 
winning shop we are today and for that we are truly humbled. 

It is amazing that the team here have been recognised for their 
commitment and hard work over the years and we will strive to 
maintain our high standards going forward.

Discovery Aquatics is a one stop shop with a huge selection of 
livestock, equipment and Scotland’s largest dedicated aquarium 
showroom for all your needs.

The next year is going to bring some exciting developments in 
store, new coral tables, more stock tanks, new wet displays, new 
sales counter, to name a few... Exciting times ahead!

Discovery Aquatics

Unit 18 Manhattan Works,

Dundonald Street, 

Dundee DD3 7PY.

Tel: 01382 452364.

Website: www.discoveryaquatics.co.uk
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Advertisement feature

OCTOPUS 8 AQUATICS

Myself (Louis Gregory) and 
everyone from Octopus 8 
Aquatics would like to say a 
massive thank you to all our 
customers and friends that have 
been to see us in our first year 
and an even bigger one to all that 
voted for us. 

We have had an amazing first 
year. It has been great to see so 
many of my old customers and 
meet so many new ones — I truly feel like we have the best 
customers in the world. 

The aim was not only to build an amazing shop with 
a great shopping experience but also to build more 
of a community shop, and I feel like we already 
have it. The atmosphere, especially on weekends 
is great, seeing customers talking to one another 
and generally having fun while shopping is 
awesome to see. We could not have asked for a 
better first year. I hope to see you all again soon, and 
if you have not been in to see us yet please check 
us out on Facebook and hopefully you will pay us 
a visit. Once again, a massive thankyou to all our 
customers and friends.
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Octopus 8 Aquatics

Unit 6a, Welton Business Park,

Wiske Avenue,  

Brough, East Yorkshire, HU15 1ZQ.

Tel: 01482 662200.

Website: www.octopus8aquatics.co.uk

TRIMAR

Trimar was established  
back in 1966, and was taken 
over in March 2017 by 
Andrew Gill along with his 
son, Aaron.

At Trimar you’ll find 
approximately 150 types of 
tropical fish ranging from 
popular community species 
to rarer types, catfish, plecos, 
and many cichlids.

The shop also stocks 50 
types of marine fish plus 
corals — and there’s even a 
reptile section.

If you can’t get to the shop, 
Trimar will mail order fish 
all over UK for £15.

There’s a wide range of accessories 
and a new app is coming out for fish 
stocks and for mail order — scan the QR 
code opposite for the app.

Also, why not take advantage of 
Trimar’s great Swipii loyalty card 
scheme — and follow the store on 
Facebook! 

Trimar Aquaria & Reptiles

Unit 16b Pool Industrial Estate, 

Druids Road, Pool, Redruth, 

Cornwall, TR15 3RH.

Tel. 01209 217774.

THE WATER ZOO

The WaterZoo is a deceptively large high street store that 
specialises in tropicals and marines. We have a reputation for 
knowledgeable staff who are experienced fishkeepers, a huge 
range of healthy, quarantined livestock and an extensive range of 
equipment. Our marine section consists of 90 aquariums, where 
you’ll find over 100 species of fish and plenty of 
invertebrates to choose from. All our marine fish are 
hand-picked, rested for seven days and 
guaranteed feeding before going on sale. Our 
tropical freshwater section has nearly 200 
aquariums, supported by a large quarantine area. 
We have systems dedicated to Discus, African 
cichlids, plants and nano fish. At any one time, we 
have at least 300 species of tropical freshwater 
fish to choose from, with many unusual species.

The equipment area has over 3,500 products 
from leading manufacturers, controlled by our 
state of the art stock control 
system. Here you will also find 
many display aquariums to 
inspire you.

We are proud to have won the 
award for the Retailer of the 
Year in the East once again. 
Thanks to all our customers for 
voting for us, and to our staff for 
their dedication.

The Water Zoo

439 Lincoln Road, Millfield,

Peterborough, PE1 2PE

Tel: 01733 312142 

Website: www.waterzoo.co.uk
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CLEARLY AQUATICS

Clearly Aquatics was 
started in 2006 to 
supply Japanese Koi 
and pond services. In 
early 2014 we decided 
to move into new retail 
premises and expand 
into tropical freshwater 
and marines, and  we 
opened our new retail 
premises in November 
of 2014. 

From receiving the 
regional runner up award last year 
to now win Northern Ireland 
Retailer of the Year in 2017 and 
make it into the list of the UK’s Top 
40 aquatic shops is amazing and 
shows how far we have come in a 
short time! 

Many thanks to all our customers 
who voted for us. 

With our recently expanded 
marine section and plans for more 
freshwater systems, we hope we 
can continue grow with the 
continued support of our customers.

Clearly Aquatics

Dicksons Garden Centre (Unit 5)

79 Cootehall Road, Bangor, Co. Down, BT19 1UP.

Tel. 028 9185 2277

Website: www.clearlyaquatics.co.uk
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With its jaw-dropping colours, the 
Aussie doughnut coral has many 
a reefkeeper drooling. So, how do 
you choose a good specimen and 
how do you protect what can be a 
considerable investment?

TS
WORDS: DAVE WOLFENDEN

T
he doughnut corals of the genera 
Scolymia, Parascolymia and 
Homophyllia are perennial 
favourites with reefkeepers. One 

species in particular — the Aussie doughnut 
coral, Homophyllia australis — is high on 
many wish lists, and it’s easy to see why 
thanks to its often jaw-dropping colours. 
Top-end examples command prices of 
many hundreds of pounds, but you’d be 
hard pushed to find any specimen which 
couldn’t reasonably be described as 
eye candy.

The species was previously known as 
Scolymia australis, but thanks to increased 
use of genetic analyses in the ever-changing 
world of coral classification the species was 
moved into its own genus, Homophyllia, in 
2015 (it’s since been joined by two other 
species following reclassification of 
Acanthastrea hillae and A. bowerbanki). 
In spite of its official name change, 
specimens are still referred to as Aussie 
scolys in the trade, and to many aquarists 
this will forever remain the 
quintessential ‘scoly’ species.

Solitary species
H. australis is a member of the 
Family Mussidae. As is 
typical with mussids, 
doughnuts have thick 
fleshy polyps; this is a 
solitary species, 
meaning specimens 
consist of a single 
polyp. The corallite 
measures some 7cm 
maximum diameter, 
and the polyps can 
inflate to a diameter 
of 10–15cm or so, 
making it one of the 
largest solitary-polyp 
corals. Occasionally, 
two mouths may be 
seen on one polyp (such 
specimens are often 
termed ‘Siamese’), and 
very rarely, one polyp may 
even bear three mouths.

H. australis is native to the 
Western Central Pacific. It’s found 

in shallow reefs from 10m or so to a 
maximum of 40m depth, often in sheltered 
locations. Its distribution is centred around 
Australia, where it may extend into 
subtropical regions. On the reef, the species 
can be exposed to a range of light intensities, 
with some specimens being found in 
relatively intensely-lit spots, others 
inhabiting shady areas under overhangs. 

The coloration of these amazing corals is 
really where it’s at. Some are absolutely 
stunning, and the very best Australian 
pieces can fetch serious money. Even 
so-called ‘lower grade’ Aussie scolys (the 
vast majority of which are still beautiful) are 
expensive partly thanks to the costs 
involved with importation. Because they 
aren’t readily fragged, you’ll be looking at a 
wild-harvested specimen. While 
sustainability is of course a potential 
concern with wild harvest of any coral, their 

Stunning specimens like this 
one might be referred to as 

‘Warpaint’ scolys.

A ‘reverse 
Bleeding apple’.
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more sheltered zones, although 
creating a dedicated species 
tank tailored to their needs 
can look amazing. And 
due to their solitary 
habit and relatively 
compact size, 
doughnuts make 
excellent candidates 
for the nano tank. 
What’s not to like?

Whichever set-up 
they’re kept in, they 
are not a particularly 
aggressive species, 
but as with all LPS 
ensure adequate 
spacing between 
conspecifics and 
especially more 
aggressive corals; H. 
australis is delicate and 
easily damaged by stings 
from neighbouring colonies. 

They’re generally best suited to being 
positioned in the lower reaches of most 
tanks. They can be placed on rockwork or in 
a dedicated rubble zone, but try to site the 
coral so that an area of clear space allows 
the tissue to inflate unimpeded — and orient 
them so the polyp lies horizontally, or as 
near horizontal as possible. To prevent 
them from being moved by urchins and 
other mobile invertebrates, the skeleton’s 
base can be fixed in place with epoxy putty. 
You can keep them successfully on sandy 
substrates, but there is a risk of disturbance 
by substrate-based janitorial animals .

Water parameters should be maintained 
as for a typical LPS system — not stripped of 
nutrients, but with low nitrate and 
phosphate, and with calcium, magnesium 
and phosphate maintained at optimal levels 
to encourage calcification of the skeleton. 

current status with the IUCN is ‘least 
concern’ and the export of Aussie H. 
australis is strictly regulated through quotas 
via the Australian government (which is an 
additional factor keeping prices high, as 
demand outstrips supply). Harvest is 
continually monitored and quotas 
adjusted accordingly, so as long as you buy 
from a reputable supplier, you needn’t 
worry on this score.

Aquarium care
They’re fundamentally not difficult to keep, 
but Aussie doughnuts have requirements 
for flow and lighting which need to be 
carefully considered. Specifically, low to 
moderate flow and moderate lighting are 
ideal. Excessive flow will prevent the polyp 
from extending properly, and excessively 
intense, direct point-source lighting can 
cause bleaching (be sure to acclimate them 
slowly to lighting conditions in the 
aquarium). They can work well as part of a 
mixed LPS system when placed in shadier, 

A ‘scoly area’ like this can look 
incredible in your aquarium.

Bleeding apple.
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The uber-rare, 
highly colourful and 
super expensive 
morphs can look 
amazing — and 
bestow considerable 
bragging rights — but 
many of the cheaper 
specimens are still 
very attractive. 
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So many to choose from… 
There really is something for everyone with this species, as evidenced by 

this colourful selection from EcoMarines.
MANY THANKS TO LAURA CARLIN OF ECOMARINES (TEL. 01279 876217) FOR SUPPLYING THESE PHOTOS..
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Feeding your doughnuts
Doughnuts need to be fed regularly, so aim 
to feed them every couple of days or so. 
Feeding time for doughnuts is fascinating, 
with the coral almost seeming to turn itself 
inside-out. The best time is during lights-
out when the feeder tentacles are most 
likely to be extended, although they can be 
stimulated to feed at any time. 

The size of food is important, and it’s best 
to offer relatively small items. Mysis and 
very finely chopped meaty foods can be 
applied via a turkey baster, and smaller LPS 
pellets can be deposited directly onto the 
oral disc. Problems can occur if very large 
food items are offered; the coral may accept 
these, but it’s possible that the animal may 
struggle to digest the food completely. 
Although the coral can expel undigested 
food pellets, there is a risk that long-term 
feeding of inappropriately-sized items 
could lead to toxic by-products 
accumulating in the animal, with 
implications for coral health; this will also 
impact on water quality.

Choosing your doughnut
Aussie scolys are a considerable investment. 
Expect to pay around £75 minimum for a 
single specimen, with prices rising for rare, 
brightly-coloured animals. It’s by no means 
unheard of for a very unusual morph to 
nudge the £500 mark, so you’ll want to make 
sure any specimen is in tip-top condition 
before buying. Chiefly, avoid any scoly which 
shows evidence of tissue damage or exposed 
skeleton. The tissue itself should exhibit a 
slightly puffy, inflated appearance. 
Acclimate new acquisitions carefully, 
especially to new lighting regimes; they 
generally only require moderately intense 
lighting, so avoid shocking them when 
first  introduced.

Aussie scolys are often given names by 

3 more types of 
doughnut 
From the original line-up of five, there remain three true 
Scolymia species (all originating from the Atlantic) 
which are occasionally available in the trade. All three 
of these species have broadly similar requirements to 
Homophyllia australis.
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S. wellsi is often found in relatively 

deep water (up to 100 metres). 

This species’ polyps can reach up to 

10cm in diameter. 
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The artichoke coral, S. cubensis, has 

a polyp reaching over 10cm in 

diameter. Coloration in this species 

can be highly variable; uniform 

browns, greens and reds may be seen, 

although multicoloured specimens 

are encountered.
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Parascolymia vitiensis (previously 

Scolymia vitiensis), often called the 

‘elephant’s eye scoly’ can’t rival H. 

australis in the eyes of many 

aquarists, but some individuals are 

beautiful and rare morphs are pricey. 

Green colours are common, but reds, 

oranges and browns may be seen as 

well as variegated colours — some 

AA and AAA specimens are extremely 

attractive. This Indo-Pacific species is 

principally exported from Indonesia, 

and aquacultured specimens are 

available. It’s a hardy species and it’s 

possible to pick up good examples for 

a reasonable price. 
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TO FRAG — OR NOT 
TO FRAG?
�The Aussie doughnut coral reproduces 

sexually almost exclusively, and being 

a solitary species means that induced 

fragmentation techniques necessarily 

involve dividing up a single polyp — 

which can be dicey. With the high price 

of even lower grade specimens, many 

aquarists are understandably 

unwilling to risk fragging this coral 

— even more so if it’s one of the 

top-end examples costing many 

hundreds of pounds. But some 

reefkeepers have successfully fragged 

the species. 

�If you’re feeling brave, you’re looking 

for the cleanest cut possible with 

minimal destruction of the tissue. The 

best results come from using a band 

saw as even a Dremel can cause 

considerable damage. Cuts should 

ideally be made across the mouth, and 

although it’s possible to cut a 

specimen into quarters, dividing  

the coral in half may offer better 

survival rates. 

�After division, individual fragments 

are reported to heal up very quickly 

(with coral dips being a sensible 

precaution to minimise the possibility 

of infection). However, it can take  

up to a year or so for the frag to 

assume its doughnut-like shape, 

thanks to the overall slow rate of 

growth. Many folks find that even  

well after this time, fragged 

specimens often fail to look 100% in 

terms of shape, with the 

coral frequently assuming a  

lop-sided appearance.

vendors to describe their coloration; some of 
these are fairly standard throughout the 
hobby. For example, ‘Bleeding apple’ 
specimens have a vivid green base colour 
streaked with red (a ‘reverse’ morph features 
a red base with green streaks); ‘UFOs’ feature 
a ring-like pattern around the polyp, while 
‘Warpaint’ scolys have stripes or streaks 
across the radius of the polyp in contrasting 
colours to the base. There are lots of other 
names used to describe coloration (some of 
which are very imaginative), but they may be 
inconsistently applied.

You’ll also find a grading system ranging 
from ‘B’ to ‘AAA’, and they may also be named 
according to the number of colours present, 

with ‘Ultra’ featuring three or four more 
distinct colours and ‘Masters’ (or 
‘Masterpiece’) having even more colours. 
Some very top-end specimens are classed as 
‘Ultra masters’. This whole system does 
tend to be quite subjective and is often not 
used consistently; it may in some way reflect 
the rarity of particular corals, but it’s 
best not to get too hung up on the names 
assigned to a specimen, or become fixated on 
the most expensive corals. The uber-rare, 
highly colourful and super expensive 
morphs can look amazing (and bestow 
bragging rights), but remember that  
some of the cheaper specimens can still be 
very attractive. 

Scolys can be placed on the 
substrate but they are at risk 

of being disturbed by any 
bottom-dwelling reef janitors. 

Scolys work well in shadier, more 
sheltered areas as with those on 

the left of this stunning tank.
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Improve your Fishkeeping

As you become more invested in the hobby, you reach a stage where you 

start craving more than just sitting back to watch your aquarium. For the 

fidgets who can’t sit still amongst us, the obvious next path to try is 

breeding your fish. 

Breeding brings a new dimension to the hobby. On the one hand, it 

requires a whole new subset of skills, and extra vigilance. The best 

breeders have keen eyes and can see the signs of impending action. 

There’s also a revenue stream to be had from breeding the right fish. 

You’ll not become a millionaire from spawning tetras overnight (though 

a couple of fishy pioneers did exactly this), but if you can produce 

enough of the right kinds of livestock, you’ll have an eager custom base. 

If you get really good at it, you can eventually breed fish for the 

purposes of showing them. Competitive fish festivals are alive and well, 

showcasing the best examples of fish, as nurtured by aquarists over 

several generations. 

But, of course, first you need to cover the basics. Here are six different 

spawning projects to try out that’ll provide you with the basic know how 

to move on to trickier species.

Livebearers!
Start things off with the easiest fish there are. 

Livebearers are common and popular for a 

reason — they’re hardy, so you’ve got a bit of 

wiggle room if things don’t pan out perfectly. 

The Guppy is probably the easiest to house 

because of its size, and the easiest to move on 

because of the bright colours. There’s a 

respectable Guppy breeding scene in the UK, 

and if you get addicted, you can join a 

specialist society. 

SETTING UP

What do I need?

O Spawning aquarium – 45cm upwards. As 

you become more experienced, multiple 

smaller tanks can be used to increase your 

yields, but start simple.

O Filter – air driven filter ideal. Hamburg mat 

filter Boyu air driven or Hugo Kamishi foam 

filter all good. 

O Airpump – also airline, and non-return valve. 

O Heater – 50W heater thermostat, plus 

thermometer

O Plants – lots of Java moss or similar dense 

mat of planting. Duckweed is highly 

recommended too.  

O Substrate – coarse gravel preferable to sand. 

Bare bottom also good. 

O Net – one small 10cm net for catching adults, 

one 5cm net (or tiny shrimp net) for juveniles. 

O Food – powdered egg yolk, Liquifry Number 

2, powdered fry foods, frozen Artemia nauplii. 

Live or frozen Daphnia and Cyclops. 

O Breeding trap – a floating, rigid breeding 

trap is easiest to use. 

HOW MANY FISH?

Ratio is important. One male with three 

females will be all you need for your first 

project. The male will fertilise several females 

at once, so the more females you have, the 

more stretched your resources will become. 

HOW DO I SEX THEM?

Males have long, bright tails and are smaller 

than females. Females are larger, with deeper 

abdomens and bland markings. Look at the 

anal fins. A male will have a developed fin that 

looks like a tube (called his gonopodium) while 

a female has an ordinary fin.

HOW DO I GET THEM SPAWNING?

Set the temperature to 25°C, with between 7.0 

and 8.2pH, and hardness between 10 and 20°H. 

Feed twice daily with high protein food. Add 

plenty of Java moss to the bottom — fist sized 

clumps at the least. 

The females will develop a gravid spot as the 

young mature inside them. Located just behind 

the silver sac housing the internal organs, this 

spot will become darker as the young develop. 

Guppy gestation lasts 21 to 30 days. As a 

pregnant female approaches this time you can 

either isolate her in a breeding trap or leave 

nature to take its course.

HOW DO I RAISE THE YOUNG?

When born, the fry will often drop to the 

bottom of the tank or breeding trap. Ideally, 

after spawning, remove the adults and start 

feeding the fry with a combination of Liquifry, 

finely powdered flake and egg yolk, and 

Artemia nauplii. Perform small daily water 

changes for the first fortnight to counter the 

effects of heavy feeding. Once the fry are too 

big to be eaten they can join the adults. 
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Simple breeding
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Guppies offer a great 
introduction to breeding.

Developing fry in 
the abdomen of a 
female Guppy.
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Egg scatterers 
White Cloud Mountain minnows are  

an easy introduction to egg scattering fish 

— and the egg scatterers make up a huge 

number of aquarium species! Master these 

and all kinds of tetra, barbs and rasbora  

could follow. 

SETTING UP

What do I need? 

O Spawning aquarium – 45 x 30cm is fine. If 

the tank has lights, keep them turned off 

while spawning. 

O Filter – small air driven internal foam filter.

O Air pump – to power the filter; also some 

airline and non-return valve. 

O Heater – 50W heater 

thermostat, plus thermometer 

if the tank is located 

somewhere cold. Not required 

at room temperature. 

O Plants – plenty of Java 

moss or a similar dense  

mat of planting.  

Duckweed is also  

highly recommended.  

O Substrate – either bare, or a 

layer of marbles. 

O Net – two small 10cm nets 

for catching adults, one 5cm 

net (or tiny shrimp net) for 

juveniles. 

O Food – infusoria, Liquifry 

Number 1, powdered fry foods, microworms, 

frozen Artemia nauplii. Live or frozen Daphnia 

and Cyclops. 

HOW MANY FISH? 

If you can sex them, three males and three 

females would work. Alternatively purchase 12 

fish and wait and see.

HOW DO I SEX THEM? 

Difficult. Males are smaller and slightly more 

colourful than females, while females have 

fuller bellies. 

HOW DO I GET THEM SPAWNING? 

Condition the fish in their main tank with 

plenty of live and frozen foods. When 

some of the fish look plump as though  

carrying eggs, move two or three pairs  

into the spawning tank. 

Set the spawning tank up in advance at 

around 16 to 18°C, 6.0 to 6.8pH, hardness 

below 8°H. Layer marbles on the bottom of the 

tank, or add clumps of Java moss. 

After moving, the fish will usually spawn the 

following morning, sometimes over a couple of 

days. After two days, move the parents back to 

the main tank.

HOW DO I RAISE THE YOUNG? 

The eggs will hatch after 48 to 60 hours, 

and initially you need to do nothing.  

Once the fry start to become free swimming, 

you can begin feeding them with infusoria and 

microworms. 

As the fry grow, progress to powdered fry 

foods and Artemia nauplii.
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White Clouds can 
be spawned at room 
temperature. 

Note the full belly of 
this female.

Male White Clouds 
are more slender and 
brighter in colour.
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Improve your Fishkeeping

Bubblenesters
Bubblenester spawning is fascinating to watch, 

but you need to be vigilant to separate the fish 

afterwards as things can turn aggressive. One 

of the hobby’s all time favourite fish, the 

Siamese fighter, is a bubblenester, and 

surprisingly easy to breed!

SETTING UP

What do I need?

O Spawning aquarium – 45 x 30cm aquarium 

is ample.

O Filter – air driven filter ideal. Hamburg mat 

filter Boyu air driven or Hugo Kamishi foam 

filter all good. 

O Airpump – also airline, and non-return valve. 

O Heater – 50W heater thermostat, plus 

thermometer.

O Plants – plenty of floating plants like 

Duckweed, as well as some soft-leaved plants 

in the substrate, such as Hygrophila.

O Substrate – sandy or bare bottomed tank. 

ONet – one small 10cm net for catching adults, 

one 5cm net (or tiny shrimp net) for juveniles. 

O Food – powdered egg yolk, Liquifry Number 

2, powdered fry foods, microworms, frozen 

Artemia nauplii. Live or frozen Cyclops. 

O Breeding trap – a floating, rigid breeding 

trap is easiest to use. 

HOW MANY FISH? 

Two: one male and one female, and don’t keep 

them together until you’re ready to spawn 

them. Males are known to routinely kill females. 

HOW DO I SEX THEM?

Most commercial Siamese fighters are easy to 

sex. Males will have long, draping fins, while 

females have short, cropped fins. Note that 

short-finned males also exist, just to 

confuse things.

HOW DO I GET THEM SPAWNING?

Both fish need conditioning with plenty of fresh 

and frozen foods like Cyclops. Keep the male in 

the spawning aquarium in advance, and when 

the female starts to look plump as though 

carrying eggs, place her in a breeding trap in 

the spawning aquarium — the male should be 

able to smell and see her, but not attack her.

The male will make a bubblenest using a 

mixture of floating plants, torn leaves and his 

own orally produced secretions. At this stage, 

he may be ready to spawn and will begin 

displaying himself to the female sideways on, 

‘dancing’ and quivering his fins. Females 

may show receptivity to spawning by sporting 

vertical bars on their bodies (as opposed to 

horizontal stripes that show unwillingness 

to spawn). 

Cautiously release the female from the trap 

and if ready to spawn she will approach the 

male. If successful, they will embrace in a 

‘horseshoe’ shape underneath the bubblenest. 

If he attacks her, she will need to go back into 

the breeding trap. After 2–6 hours of spawning, 

the female will be chased off. Remove her to 

another tank and let the male guard the nest. 

HOW DO I RAISE THE YOUNG? 

Initially leave the male to tend the nest. As fry 

fall out he will collect them and spit them back 

in to the bubbles. Once the fry are free 

swimming and have used up their yolk sacs, it 

is worth removing the male from the tank (as 

he may eat them) and begin feeding with 

infusoria and microworms. 

As the fry grow you will need to divide them 

up into several smaller tanks, to stop fights 

breaking out between rival males. 
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Betta splendens in 
spawning embrace 
under a bubblenest. 
Note the falling eggs.

Male Fighter building 
a bubblenest.

Fighters are 
impressive and 

popular fish — and 
not difficult to breed.



Cave spawners
Catfish are the in-thing right now, with folks 

breeding as many L-numbers as they can. At 

an entry level, the humble Bristlenose Ancistrus 

is a rewarding fish that’s relatively easy to shift 

quantities of. Get your skills up to speed with 

these, and a very lucrative future in catfish 

breeding awaits.

SETTING UP

What do I need?

O�Spawning aquarium – 80 x 30cm or bigger, 

for stable water quality. 

O�Filter – good sized, air driven filter ideal. 

Hamburg mat filter Boyu air driven or Hugo 

Kamishi foam filter all good. 

O�Airpump – also some airline, and a 

non-return valve. 

O�Heater – 100W/150W heater thermostat, 

plus thermometer.

O�Decoration – lots and lots of caves. 

Purpose made catfish caves are available,  

but Bristlenose cats will use any sheltered 

areas. Wood, inert rocks, just ensure plenty of 

hidey holes.   

O�Substrate – sandy or bare bottomed tank. 

O�Net – one small 10cm net for catching 

adults, one 5cm net (or tiny shrimp net) 

for juveniles. 

O�Food – fresh leaves and soft vegetables, also 

a little Artemia nauplii. 

HOW MANY FISH?

A single male and female pair are all you need, 

but if you have one male and several 

females, he’ll look after several 

clutches at once. 

HOW DO I SEX THEM?

As juveniles you can’t, but 

as they mature the males 

develop pronounced, 

obvious bristles around 

their mouths and noses 

(hence the name). 

HOW DO I GET THEM 

SPAWNING?

Conditioning the fish seems 

key, so offer plenty of fresh 

courgette, flaked peas, spinach 

leaves, as well as algae wafers and catfish 

tablets. Offer frozen bloodworm a couple of 

times a week. 

Set the tank up to around 25°C, with 

anywhere between 6.0 and 7.5pH (though 

6.8pH appears around optimal), but avoid 

excessively hard water (which can reduce egg 

fertility). Under 16°H is good. It may take a few 

weeks or even months after adding the sexed 

pair (or group) to the tank before they spawn. 

Keep lights dim, if using them at all, and 

perform a couple of small water changes each 

week. When the fish are ready, they’ll start 

‘trapping’. The female will venture over to a 

cave that the male has appropriated, and she’ll 

enter it. He’ll let her in, then hold her captive 

for a little bit until she lays some eggs, then 

he’ll let her out, enter the cave and fertilise 

them. Once the deed is done, he’ll chase the 

female off and lose interest in her. 

HOW DO I RAISE THE 

YOUNG? 

Eggs start to hatch after 

about five days, but the 

male will keep them in 

the cave with him for 

the first 24 to 48 hours 

after that. Then the fry 

will begin to venture out 

for food. 

Start by offering 

softened veg (lightly steam 

leaves or courgette to break 

down the tough cellulose) and 

powdered flake food. The young 

cats will learn what the veg is for after a 

couple of days and start eating it. Remove any 

uneaten veg after a couple of hours, and keep 

adding a steady supply of it. 

Water change regularly, in the region of 25% 

daily. If it’s easier, you can catch and transfer 

the fry to a separate, smaller tank set up with 

the same water chemistry and filtering as the 

main tank. 

Over the coming weeks, some fry will 

outgrow others, and will monopolise their size 

advantage to bully smaller fish away from food, 

so periodic removal of the largest fish to a 

separate tank is advised. 
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A group of juveniles 
tuck into some veg.

Adult males sport long 
bristles around the nose 
and mouth.

Bristlenose fry, still with 
yolk sacs attached.

Bristlenose catfish eggs.



Improve your Fishkeeping

Breeding in a planted set-up
Pygmy puffers have become a small-tank 

favourite because of their adorable faces and 

cheeky personalities. Usually pufferfish 

are a tough spawning prospect, but  

plenty of aquarists are experiencing success 

with the tiniest species, Carinotetraodon 

travancoricus. 

Better still, if you’re happy to set up a small 

rearing tank, you can let the puffers spawn in a 

well aquascaped layout and just remove the 

eggs as and when spawning occurs. 

SETTING UP

What do I need?

O�Maintenance and spawning aquarium – 

45 x 30cm aquarium is ample, heavily planted 

and with whichever filter you like. 

Also: 

O�Fry rearing aquarium – 30 x 30cm ample.

O�Filter – air driven filter ideal. Hamburg mat 

filter Boyu air driven or Hugo Kamishi foam 

filter all good. 

O�Airpump – also airline, and non-return valve. 

O�Heater – 25W heater thermostat, plus 

thermometer.

O�Plant – handfuls of Java moss beneficial.  

O�Substrate – sandy or bare bottomed tank. 

O�Net – one small 10cm net for catching. 

adults, one 5cm net (or tiny shrimp net) 

for juveniles. 

O�Food – infusoria, powdered egg yolk, Liquifry 

Number 1, powdered fry foods, microworms, 

frozen Artemia nauplii. Live or frozen Daphnia

and bloodworm for the adults.  

O�Turkey baster – or pipette/eye dropper.  

O�Magnifying glass – hand held. 

HOW MANY FISH?

Pairs or a small harem are advised. Don’t put 

multiple males together as they’ll fight. 

HOW DO I SEX THEM? 

Look for a dark line running down the chin and 

belly in adults — only males will have this. 

Females also get plumper than males in the 

belly as they mature. Sexing Pygmy puffers is 

not the easiest task, so take photos and get 

second opinions. 

HOW DO I GET THEM SPAWNING? 

If your tank is heavily planted, and the fish 

sexually mature, they should start as soon as 

they’re ready. Aim for water chemistry around 

7.2 to 8.0pH and a hardness of 8–20°H. Keep 

the temperature quite high, at around 

27 or 28°C. 

Condition them by offering plenty of fresh 

and frozen bloodworm and Daphnia. The fatter 

the females get, the more eggs they’ll produce. 

If you have a source of small snails, add them 

continuously, on a daily basis. 

Ensure a patch of low-lying Java moss or 

similar, as this is where the males prefer to 

spawn. Make life easier for yourself by only 

having one patch of this plant where you can 

access it easily. 

The male will start chasing (even nipping) 

at females, driving them towards the moss. 

Eventually she’ll lay a handful of eggs (up to a 

dozen or so) and he’ll fertilise them. Rather 

than stick to anything, the eggs will fall 

through the moss to the substrate. 

Ensure you have the smaller hatching and 

rearing tank set up to the same chemistry as 

the main tank, with handfuls of Java moss in it. 

Using a pipette or turkey baster, lift the tiny 

eggs out and transfer them. They are 

outrageously small, so use a magnifying glass 

if you need to. Repeat daily, especially in 

tanks with multiple females, as spawning  

is continuous. 

HOW DO I RAISE THE YOUNG? 

Eggs hatch after around five days, but for the 

first couple of days the fry will have yolk sacs 

so you don’t need to intervene. Once the yolk 

sacs are depleted, offer infusoria and 

microworm, as well as a little Liquifry. 

As the fish grow bigger, you can start to offer 

powdered egg yolk, powdered flake foods and 

Artemia nauplii. 

It could be worth running multiple tanks 

and dividing up the young as they develop. 

Some of the puffers will outgrow their 

siblings and are more than happy to partake a 

little cannibalism. 
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your water quality closely, as at such a low pH, 

filtration can be affected. Nitrite in particular 

might become an issue, so be ready to 

waterchange if it appears. 

Feed plenty of live and frozen Daphnia and 

bloodworm to get the fish in condition, ensure 

the bottom of the tank is strewn with leaf litter 

and potential caves (the Savu pods are great 

here). Keep lighting subdued and disturb the 

fish as little as possible. 

When ready, the female will entice the male 

into a cave she has prepared. Once she chases 

him away, it’s safe to say that spawning is 

complete, and pending how hostile she is, it 

might be worth moving him to a second tank. 

Now sit back and do nothing. She’ll look after 

the fry in secrecy for the first week, and will 

eventually emerge with her cloud of fry. Watch 

out for the way she communicates with the fry, 

through body markings and fin movements. 

Viewing this isn’t essential to breeding 

success, but it’s too interesting to miss! 

HOW DO I RAISE THE YOUNG?

If you’ve added enough leaf litter, and if it has 

been decomposing long enough, you should 

have a bounty of invisible food for the fry. You 

may even see tiny copepods or worms from 

time to time. Supplement the diet with 

microworms and Artemia nauplii and get ready 

to rehouse the fry before they reach adulthood. 

If they become sexually mature, all hell will 

break loose! 

WHAT ABOUT FUNGUS?

Fungus can blight a spawn if it takes hold. 

Infertile eggs are susceptible, and should be 

removed if spotted. Though egg colour can 

v y en species, a white, opaque 

egg usually indicates a problem. 

T e moment you see ‘fluff’ on it, 

g t it out immediately. 

Methylene blue can help to 

educe the incidence of fungus 

Hyper-natural for success 

Some fish reproduce best when in a close 

approximation of their native habitat, and 

Apistogramma agassizii are examples of this. 

While success can be had in a clinical or 

functional layout, expert breeders are realising 

the potential of recreating domestic acid pools 

heaving with botanicals in their tanks. 

Plus, of all the breeding tanks, this is one 

that looks amazing. It won’t be an eyesore 

between spawns!

SETTING UP

What do I need?

O�Maintenance aquarium – 60 x 30cm or 

bigger. A smaller standby aquarium could 

come in handy if the adults fight after 

spawning.

O�Filter – small internal power filter or good 

sized, air driven filter ideal. Boyu air driven or 

Hugo Kamishi foam filter all good. 

O�Airpump – also airline, and non-return valve. 

O�Heater – 100W heater thermostat, plus 

thermometer.

O�Decoration – plenty of tangles of wood and 

branches. Mopani, bogwood, Redmoor and 

Manzanita types are all fine.

O�Botanicals – plenty of varied leaf litter and 

aquarium safe seed pods (Savu pods are a 

favourite). If your budget is tight, collect your 

own oak or birch leaves. 

O Substrate – fine sand, ideally dark 

(JBL and Dennerle produce some 

suitable dark substrates).

O�Plants – a handful of 

Duckweed for the surface 

will help. 

O�Net – one small 10cm net fo

catching adults, one 5cm net (

tiny shrimp net) for juveniles. 

O�Food – plenty of live and frozen Daphnia

and Cyclops, microworms, Artemia nauplii.

O�Water – a soft source or access to RO water 

will be essential.

HOW MANY FISH? 

Buy a pair of adult Apistogramma, one male 

and one female. More Apistogramma of either 

gender can lead to fights and death, though 

with enough space multiple females can work 

together as a harem for the male. Surface 

dwelling dither fish like pencilfish or Pyrrhulina

are hugely beneficial, so add six or more. 

HOW DO I GET THEM SPAWNING?

Water chemistry is everything here. Add plenty 

of leaf litter and use RO water to get the pH 

down to 5.0 or less region, with a hardness 

below 4°H. They won’t spawn in alkaline water. 

Get the temperature high, around 28°C. Watch 

on eggs, but do be careful about adding it ‘just 

in case’. As well as inhibiting fungus, an 

incorrect dose can also cause skin and gill 

damage to developing fish. 

WHAT’S A DITHER FISH?

Dither fish are small, shoaling, usually 

surface-dwelling fish that shy species like small 

cichlids watch as an indication of how safe 

their environment is. If plenty of small fish are 

out on show, then it suggests that there are no 

predators, and makes nervous fish more secure. 

Adding a handful of dither fish can be the 

difference between a successful spawn and a 

failure with timid species. 
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Male Apistogramma 

agassizii ‘Tefe redback’.

A female guarding 
her eggs.



Improve your Fishkeeping

Specialist substrates 
create an ideal 

environment for 
plants to grow.
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Give plants the

One of the obvious benefits of real plants is 
how beautiful they make your aquarium look. 
But there’s more to plants than appearances 
alone, as Tetra’s Dave Hulse explains...

While we understandably want our aquariums 

to look good, such aesthetics are something 

that only we humans enjoy — while it’s great 

for us to love looking at our tanks, we’re not the 

ones having to live in them. It’s important to 

give our fish an environment in which they feel 

settled — so, will planting the tank help this?  

Traditional aquarium decoration books 

advise us to consider fore, mid and 

background planting with increasing height to 

create a layered effect in 

the tank. More recently the 

aquascaping movement 

draws on a wider range of 

design principles to create 

living works of art. This 

has introduced new  

angles to the hobby, and is  

inspiring a new generation  

of fishkeepers. But the  

benefits of live plants in the  

aquarium extend way beyond the aesthetic.

Replicate the natural habitat
Fish need this habitat complexity as a 

sanctuary from perceived threats, aggressive 

tank mates, and over enthusiastic spawning 

partners. The refuge that fine leaved plants 

like Cabomba offer are essential for their 

survival in the wild, but often in the tank too. 

Plants even provide spawning substrates for 

fish such as Angels and some bubblenesters. 

Overall, a tank with plants is a much more 

pleasant environment then a barren one. 

Gathering the scientific evidence to prove 

this is much trickier and has only recently 

been undertaken as the use of fishes in 

biomedical research gains importance. 

Dave Hulse is Tetra’s Technical Consultant. He has 20 years of experience within the 

aquatics industry, and has been involved in education and training for 

the last 15 years, having taught at both Sparsholt and Reaseheath 

Colleges. He is currently based at the School of Life Sciences at Keele 

University where he turns his hand to other subjects in the biological 

sciences — although he usually manages to crowbar a piscatorial 

reference in at some point!  With such a varied 

and rich background in aquatics, Dave brings a 

wealth of experience to support Tetra and its 

customers.

WORDS: DAVE HULSE, TECHNICAL CONSULTANT AT TETRA

Plants aren’t a substitute for a filter and 
good maintenance, but having more 
dissolved oxygen, and less nitrate and 
phosphate results in healthier livestock.

green light
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Plants

Providing food
For some species, the plants provide food — in 

just watching a goldfish happily destroy some 

bunched Cabomba or Elodea we can see a fish 

doing what comes naturally! But many fish and 

especially shrimps prefer to feed not on the 

plants themselves but on the tiny organisms 

growing on the surface of the leaves and stems, 

also known as aufwuchs. More plants mean 

more surface area, therefore more aufwuchs!

Natural cleaners
What about the benefits that living plants have 

on the aquarium water quality? To understand 

how plants interact with the chemistry of the 

tank, let’s refresh our memory on that staple 

topic of biology class — photosynthesis. 

In the wild plants use sunlight to fix carbon 

dioxide (CO2) and water, producing sugar and 

oxygen. Inside the aquarium, the light that 

powers aquatic plant photosynthesis comes 

from the tank’s lights and natural illumination. 

The carbon dioxide is released from the 

animals and microbes and the oxygen is vital 

for the sustenance of animal life in the tank. 

However, it is often forgotten that plants 

respire in the same way as we animals do. 

Oxygen is taken in and used for cellular 

respiration, which gives off CO2 as a waste 

product. When the lights go out, photosynthesis 

stops, the oxygen concentration can plummet 

and the CO2 concentration rises. Aeration can 

help to avoid this problem, but it can also have 

an adverse effect on dissolved plant nutrients. 

In the planted tank, it is better to stock fewer, 

smaller fish and focus on the many freshwater 

tropical species that are naturally adapted to 

low oxygen conditions. Regular testing at 

various times of day of dissolved oxygen, pH 

and KH (thus allowing extrapolation of the CO2

concentration), is vital in the heavily-planted, 

intensely-illuminated, CO2-supplemented 

planted tank. 

The lush plant growth in a well maintained 

planted tank will have other impacts on the 

water chemistry. As the plants grow they will 

extract nutrients from the water column, most 

notably nitrogen as nitrate and phosphorous 

as phosphate. An unplanted aquarium has no 

natural sink for these nutrients, they are only 

diluted at each water change and filter/gravel 

clean. With nitrate and phosphate in plentiful 

supply, algae growth is almost inevitable, the 

type of algae arising depending on the 

intensity of the illumination of the tank. The 

planted aquarium does have a natural output 

for these nutrients so the plants can 

outcompete the opportunistic algae. Getting 

the balance right in a planted aquarium is 

difficult, algae growth can still be a battle, but 

the addition of live plants tips the balance out 

of the favour of algae. 

Angelfish will use the leaves 
of plants as a spawning site.
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ENRICHING THE ENVIRONMENT

Though we cannot know if a fish 

enjoys a tidy home, we certainly 

know that many captive fish 

prefer an ‘enriched’ habitat to a 

featureless tank. In one study 

using Zebra danios and Checker 

barbs, the fish were found to 

prefer spending time in an area 

filled with Water sprite 

(Ceratopteris thalictroides) and 

small clay pots rather than an 

empty area, although there was 

no noticeable difference in the 

behaviour of fish in either 

section. A preference may not 

mean the fish actually benefits 

from the presence of plants. 

But in another study with 

Zebra danio, researchers 

measured the level of the stress 

hormone cortisol and found a 

significantly higher level in fish 

that had been kept in groups in 

featureless tanks compared to 

those kept in tanks enriched with 

plants. Interestingly, danios kept 

singly in featureless tanks also 

showed a significantly lower 

cortisol response, indicating in 

this species at least, a complex 

interaction between habitat 

complexity and sociability. 

Aquatic plants producing 
bubbles of oxygen as a result 

of photosynthesis — this is 
known as ‘pearling’.

TOP TIP
Plants don’t just need 

dissolved nutrients — 

their root network takes 

micronutrients from the 

substrate. Use of a specialist 

planting substrate will provide 

these micronutrients and 

also allow the roots to 

spread and branch 

out.
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Q. Are open-tops suitable for Betta?  

Floating plants can help prevent 
fish like Betta leaping from 

open tanks, but it’s still risky.

I’m really taken with the current style of 

aquascape where the hardscape breaks 

through the water surface to come above the 

top of the glass. Can I keep a Betta in an open 

topped tank like this? I know they can jump, 

so if I drop the water level by 4cm or so, and 

have a lip of about 3cm, would that help? The 

other possible problem could be damage to 

the labyrinth organ as I know that drastically 

different temperatures can cause issues. The 

room temperature tends to be between 

19–21°C, which I don’t think is too bad but I 

would appreciate your advice on this. 

IAIN HUDSON, EMAIL

AOpen top tanks that continue the design 

above the water level can certainly look 

impressive, and allow you to add decor that 

wouldn’t fit in a conventional tank. 

But they pose a couple of potential 

problems; evaporation and jumping fish. 

Labyrinth fish such as Betta splendens need 

access to the surface to breathe and if this air 

is too cold or dry then this can be a problem, 

particularly for the development of fry and 

young fish. While the temperature difference 

you describe isn’t too drastic as long as the 

room isn’t too drafty, the potential lack of 

humidity might be an issue. Few of us want 

our houses to be dripping with tropical heat 

and humidity which is why covered tanks are 

best for anabantoids in the majority of cases. 

Dropping the water level and having a lip 

around the tank edge will certainly help but 

are no guarantee of preventing jumpers. 

Adding a selection of floating plants can 

sometimes help as the larger varieties such as 

Water lettuce, Pistia stratiotes will themselves 

trap a layer of warm, humid air for the fish to 

breathe. They will also help prevent jumping 

by covering the surface and providing shelter 

to make the fish less nervous. 

You could also consider adding fine 

horticultural netting over the tank which if 

done carefully would prevent jumpers without 

overly affecting the aesthetics. It won’t help 

with the humidity though.

BOB MEHEN
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Q. Can I add 
some tangs as 
algae control?

MARINE

systems housing Yellows, but it 

can be done. Arranging rockwork 

to increase visual barriers and 

boltholes could be well worth 

trying to reduce aggression 

between conspecifics and 

increase the chances of success.

The best bet is to opt for a 

species from another genus with 

a dissimilar appearance and 

different feeding habits as a tank 

mate. That way, you can cover 

more bases in terms of algae and 

nutrient control and you’ll 

I currently have a reef tank that holds just 

shy of 450 l. It has been set up for about 12 

months and has the usual zoas, LPS corals 

and mushrooms. I am starting to get quite a 

bit of Caulerpa and other algae through 

now, and I wondered about adding a tang 

— or perhaps even two, as my stocking is 

very light.

I currently have two Common clowns, a 

Tailspot blenny, two Black coral gobies and 

a Royal gramma. I’d like to add a Yellow 

tang. Is there another tang I can add 

alongside it that would compatible?

TONY HICKS, EMAIL

A Tangs can be great for algae control, 

but they can be hit-or-miss when it 

comes specifically to dealing with Caulerpa

— some individuals will happily munch it 

whereas others will ignore it. This does seem 

to depend on the feeding habits of the tangs 

themselves (mouth morphology varies 

between the main tang groups) and the 

Caulerpa species to an extent (some species 

seem to be more appetising than others, and 

varying levels of terpenoid compounds 

— toxins used by the algae as natural 

natural defences against herbivores — can 

influence palatability). A tang could be a 

good algae solution 

overall, but manual 

control may still be 

necessary for 

the Caulerpa.

A Yellow tang, 

Zebrasoma flavescens, 

is, to be fair, a good 

choice to try and control 

Caulerpa as well as 

other nuisance algae, 

thanks to their habit of 

feeding on macroalgae 

on the reef. Your tank 

should be large enough 

for a single specimen 

providing there is plenty 

of swimming space. This 

species is generally 

extremely hardy, but 

they can be quite 

territorial and 

aggressive. They’re not 

as belligerent as many 

other tangs, but do bear 

in mind that they carry risks, especially if 

you’re going to try and keep one with 

another tang. Some aquarists have 

problems when introducing other tangs to 

Yellow eye tangs are quite 
laid back and make useful 
reef ‘janitors’.

Not all tangs eat all 
Caulerpa...
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minimise any competition between the 

two species (that’s the theory, anyway). 

However, do be prepared for some 

aggression. In a tank of this size, you 

could certainly keep a smaller 

Ctenochaetus species such as the Yellow 

eye tang, C. strigosus. This species 

grows to a maximum of 15cm and is 

readily available, hardy and quite laid 

back. Ctenochaetus are known as 

bristletooth tangs thanks to their 

brush-like teeth which are used to rasp 

diatoms, thin microalgal films and 

detritus from rocks. As such they are 

actually unlikely to touch Caulerpa, but 

will perform useful janitorial services 

while having a sufficiently different niche 

to the Yellow tang, minimising the 

chances of an all-out turf war.

In general, it’s best to add the most 

territorial species last, so if this is the 

route you’re going to go down, you 

should add the Ctenochaetus first and 

allow it to settle in and become 

established before adding the Yellow 

tang. There may be some squabbling at 

first when the Zebrasoma is added, but 

in most cases this will quickly calm 

down, and regular supplementary 

feeding can go a long way to help 

reducing aggression.

DAVE WOLFENDEN

I have just set up a 450 l tank, getting 

ready for Discus. The water goes 

through an HMA filter unit. I have 

plastic plants, 1mm natural gravel, 

aquatic stones for ornaments, and two 

small pieces of bogwood in the tank 

along with tetras and corys. I live in the 

Manchester area. The tapwater is soft, 

with 7.4pH, and from the HMA it drops 

to 6.8pH — but the pH of the tank is at 

7.8. What could be causing the rise? 

ROBERT SMITH

A HMA resins remove heavy metals 

from tapwater but don’t otherwise 

affect water chemistry. Neither do they 

condition water, for example by 

neutralising chlorine or chloramine. So, 

the first question to ask is what are you 

adding to the tapwater before you use 

it? Hopefully water conditioner, but do 

you add any type of commercial buffer? 

If your water is very soft, some sort of 

buffering may be necessary.

There are two reasons why the pH of 

an aquarium will go up. The first is the 

presence of what we usually call 

calcareous materials, so things like 

limestone, coral, shells, and so on. 

Check the gravel is lime-free by 

removing a small amount, pouring on an 

acid such as vinegar, and watching to 

see if any bubbles of carbon dioxide are 

produced. If they are, then the gravel 

isn’t lime-free and will be dissolving into 

the water over time, increasing hardness 

Q. What is causing this pH rise? 
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changes in pH.
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Yellow tangs are hardy but 
tend to be territorial.

and pH. You can do the same test on rocks 

and anything else you suspect might not be 

lime-free. Obviously any such materials 

should be removed and replaced.

The second reason for a pH increase is 

photosynthesis. As the plants remove 

dissolved carbon dioxide, the pH will 

increase. During the night, when 

photosynthesis stops, pH drops again. You 

can check to see if this is happening by 

simply doing a pH test before the lights go 

on and then just before you turn them off. 

This pH cycling is normal, and within reason 

not a major issue in most tanks or ponds. 

The fish can adapt to moderate pH changes 

across the day-night cycle, and if your fish 

aren’t stressed or sick, then it can be 

ignored. But if the pH changes are dramatic, 

and your fish are unhappy about it, you may 

want to install an automated CO2 dosing 

system that keeps the pH steady.

One final thought is whether your water 

needs to be ‘rested’ before being added to 

the tank. Dissolved gases in some municipal 

water supplies take time to leave the water 

completely, causing pH changes over time. 

Take some water from the tap, check the pH, 

then leave it to sit overnight and repeat the 

pH test. Is it the same? If not, the water may 

need to be rested, ideally with an airstone to 

increase the rate at which gases leave the 

water. Likewise the water coming out of 

your HMA filter might need to be rested for 

the same reasons, and can be checked in a 

similar way.

NEALE MONKS

TROPICAL
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Q. What ‘feature fish’ can I add to this set-up? 
I have a 112 l/25 gal tropical fish tank, 

with bogwood, rocks and live plants, and 

filled with a mix of tap and RO water. 

The pH is 7. So far I have a group of six 

Peppered Corydoras that are doing well, 

and am intending to add a shoal of 12 

Neon or Cardinal tetras. However, I need 

a ‘feature’ fish. Most of the ones I really 

like such as Discus or Angelfish get too 

big and/or may eat the tetras. I need 

something eye catching, preferably 

colourful, reasonably bigger than the 

other fish, community friendly, and not 

too challenging to keep. Any ideas 

would be welcome, please.

DARREN HARRIS, EMAIL

A Your stocking seems a sensible mix 

so far — it’s especially nice to see 

good sized groups of just two species 

rather than the ‘pick ‘n’ mix’ selection 

trap that many people fall into! Feature 

fish are always a bit of an issue — for me 

a shoal of 12 Cardinals is as striking a 

feature as you could ask for — few fish, 

even marine species, can match their 

brilliance. However, a couple of slightly 

larger fish might finish the 

look of the tank nicely. To 

carry on the South American 

theme of your current 

stocking then perhaps dwarf 

cichlids might be worth a 

look? They may not have the 

stature of Discus or Angels, 

but they are easily a match 

in terms of colour and won’t 

size up your tetras for tea...  

A pair of Ram cichlids, 

Mikrogeophagus ramirezi

would complement your 

current stock beautifully. 

Similarly, a pair of 

Apistogramma would look 

lovely and there are plenty of 

species to choose from. The Cockatoo cichlid, 

A.cacatuoides or one of the forms of A. 

agassizii are among the more commonly 

available species. 

Other possibilities would be the Golden 

dwarf cichlid, Nannacara anomala or 

perhaps the very underrated Red-breast 

acara, Laetacara dorsigera, both of which 

should be model citizens.

BOB MEHEN

TROPICAL

Is it safe to empty my 125 l /27 gal fish 

tank to remove the backdrop and replace 

it? I don’t intend to move the aquarium at 

all, I just want to empty the tank of all  

the contents, including the substrate,  

then put the new backing in and fill it  

up again. 

GEORGE SIM, EMAIL

A There is always a very small risk when 

emptying a tank, particularly an older 

one, that the silicone may move due to the 

change in pressure and start to leak once 

the tank is re-filled, but this shouldn’t put 

you off carrying out the work you describe 

in most cases. 

Such a major clean out may also have an 

effect on the biological function of the tank 

and its filter — there is a significant 

beneficial bacteria population in the 

substrate and disturbing this may result in 

a small ammonia spike, so it’s worth 

keeping a close eye on the water chemistry 

in the aquarium over the following few days 

just in case, and carry out partial water 

changes if necessary. 

It would also be a good idea to stop 

feeding the fish for a couple of days 

immediately after you empty and refill the 

aquarium. This will reduce the bio-load  

and help the filter to catch up with  

any shortfall. 

BOB MEHEN

Q.Will emptying and refilling my tank cause problems? 
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Rams are gorgeous but 
difficult to keep in harder, 
more alkaline water.
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Please could you tell me what I would 

need to set up a tank for a shoal of Indian 

glassfish (the undyed ones!)? I think 

they’re beautiful. Is it possible to maintain 

them with a group of Glass catfish? I’ve 

heard that the Indian glassfish can be 

kept in brackish or fresh, so would they 

be alright in permanent fresh alongside 

the cats?

If so, what size of tank would I be looking 

at for a group of about 10-12 of each?

GILES MOFFAT, EMAIL

AIndian glassfish are among the most 

misunderstood fish in the hobby. In the 

wild they occur mostly in freshwater, and 

LETTER OF THE MONTH

Giles Moffat wins a box of Tetra 
goodies: 100ml TetraMin and 
TetraPro Colour foods, Holiday 
Food, Pleco Algae Wafers, 
FunTips Tablets, 100ml Saf-
eStart, EasyBalance and Aqua-
Safe water treatments and Tetra 
Test 6 in 1.

only sometimes in brackish water, so they 

really don’t need salty water to do well. Good 

quality neutral, even slightly soft water suits 

them, just don’t let the pH get too acidic as 

that isn’t really their cup of tea. Given you want 

to keep catfish as well, something around 

10-15°H, pH 7 will suit them both.

What does make a difference is the lighting 

level of the tank. Think dark and gloomy! Black 

sand is what you want here, and plenty of 

overhead vegetation to filter out the light. Use 

slate and other dark rocks, bogwood roots, and 

maybe some shade-tolerant Anubias or Java 

fern if you want greenery on the tank bottom.

Interestingly, both species come from 

relatively still water habitats, so avoid strong 

currents. This is one of those times where 

air-powered filtration might well be the way 

to go, or failing that, a modest internal 

canister. This will also make it much easier 

to feed these two relatively picky fish, 

which often starve in general communities. 

Things like live brine shrimp and live 

Daphnia are definite favourites, but fresh 

and frozen foods will work too. 

I really like your idea of combining the 

two, and can see lots of positives here. 

Neither is hugely demanding of space, 

and a tank between 100–150 l should be 

sufficient for ten of each. 

Glassfish can get a little boisterous at 

times, but rarely anything to bother the 

catfish or the fishkeeper.

NEALE MONKS

Q. How do I keep these see-through fish? 

TROPICAL

Kryptopterus are beautiful, 
delicate looking, daylight 

active catfish.
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Glassfish can be picky 
eaters, so offer plenty of 

live and frozen foods.
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Q. How do I keep these 
predators? 

TROPICAL

I’m a massive fan of predatory fish, but a 

lot of them get too big for aquaria in my 

opinion. However, I recently saw some 

Rocket gar and I’d really like to have a go 

with these. I’d like to set up something 

resembling their natural environment if 

possible. How many can I keep in a 

180cm/6ft tank — and is there anything I 

can keep with them in the lower/bottom 

area of the tank, seeing as these are 

mainly surface dwellers? What’s the best 

diet for them? I’ve seen reports of them 

getting to about 20–25cm/8–10in — is 

this about right?

JOE JOY, EMAIL

ARocket gar, Ctenolucius hujeta, are 

often sold as Freshwater barracuda 

and they are fabulous fish. In the wild they 

come from sluggish rather than fast-

flowing rivers, often near thick vegetation. 

Among other adaptations to this are 

peculiarly extended, moustache-like 

membranes on their jaw apparently used to 

get extra oxygen in places where gills alone 

won’t do the job. This is a good clue to their 

fundamental hardiness, something rarely 

seen among predatory oddball fish.

An ideal environment would include 

submerged vegetation — any robust 

aquarium plants could be used. The main 

thing is that these are surface-dwelling 

fish, so you want greenery to fill the upper 

part of the tank, not the bottom. In all 

honesty, the ideal tank would probably 

have plain gravel or sand, a few cobblestones, 

and some bogwood roots along the bottom — 

just enough to provide a suitable habitat for 

the inevitable catfish you’re going to keep 

alongside your Rocket gars. No real need for 

actual benthic plants. Floating plants, on the 

other hand, could be used liberally. Amazon 

frogbit would be the most authentic, but use 

whatever you can get hold of — just something 

to filter the overhead light a bit, providing 

some shelter without actually forming 

obstacles these somewhat clumsy fish would 

have to manoeuvre their way around.

Rocket gars are gregarious, certainly keep at 

least three — assuming your tank has around 

650 l volume, you could easily keep a group of 

six or even eight without any trouble. What you 

will notice is that these fish tend to hang about 

together in twos and threes, often gently 

touching one another with their 

snouts for reasons unknown — to 

me, at least! 

Tank mates should be 

gentle. I’d stick with 

herbivorous L-numbers 

if you want a simple 

option, but Doradidae 

of similar size would 

be good choices too, 

such as the Humbug, 

Platydoras armatulus. 

The larger Brochis

species would work as 

well. Outside of South 

America, the more docile 

Synodontis species are obvious 

possibilities, even adult Dwarf upside-down 

catfish being easily big enough to not be 

viewed as prey, while something like 

Synodontis eupterus is a gem of a species. 

Avoid anything that might be aggressive 

(most cichlids) or nippy (such as 

Anostomus spp.). Use your common sense 

really: if it’s a mid-to-bottom dweller that’s 

too big to be eaten, gentle enough to not 

spook the Rocket gars, and slow enough 

not to steal all their food, it’ll probably  

be fine.

Diet is not a problem with these fish. Mine 

mostly ate Hikari Cichlid Gold as well 

occasional chunks of seafood such as 

squid, prawns and cockles. I’d offer these 

using long forceps, wiggling them 

enticingly, and eventually the gars got the 

hint. In the wild they consume lots 

of insects and insect larvae, 

so crickets, bloodworms, 

and the like can also be 

pressed into use. 

Occasional slivers of 

white fish fillet also 

go down a treat.

These are lovely 

fish that any fan of 

predatory fish will 

find fun and easy to 

keep, assuming 

decent water quality 

and a varied diet.

NEALE MONKS
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Rocket gars prefer the 
company of their own 

kind. Aim to keep at 
least a trio.

Synodontis catfish 
would work well with 

Rocket gars.
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Three-spots are 
among the more 
aggressive gouramis.

Q. How do I fit a skimmer 
into this tank? 
I have an AquaOne Aqua Nano 60 

aquarium with a rear sump. I’ve been 

struggling to find a nano skimmer to fit 

inside one of the sump chambers. Is there 

anything you can recommend, please? 

IAN MITCHELL, EMAIL

AThese are great little tanks, but it can be 

a challenge to squeeze a skimmer into 

the filter compartment at the rear (in fact, 

many folks just run these tanks skimmerless). 

Some owners of the Nano 60 opt to cut a 

baffle out of the filtration chamber using a 

Stanley blade, which can effectively create a 

larger chamber and give more room for 

skimmer installation. This may be a bit 

drastic for some, but if you’re careful it’s 

possible to safely do so. Tunze’s top-dollar 

9002 nano DOC skimmer and Bubble Magus’ 

more affordable NAC QQ are popular choices 

here; also well worth considering is TMC’s 

mid-range Reef Skim Nano 100. 

MARINE

These particular power skimmers all 

perform well, but I’d always persuade 

anyone wanting a skimmer for a smaller 

tank to at least consider using an 

air-driven model. These are cheaper to 

buy, and often simpler and more reliable to 

use on tiny tanks than their motor-driven 

counterparts. You’ll need to buy an 

additional air pump and also change the 

limewood airstones every month or so, but 

they can work excellently. They also tend 

to be very compact, and there are several 

types which will easily fit into the Nano 

60’s filter compartment with little or no 

modification. Aqua Medic’s Miniflotor, for 

example, is an excellent skimmer, and if you 

want to go really retro, Sander’s Maxi-Skim is 

another option (the 300 model would be 

ideal) — not only are they a cinch to use, 

but these retro-looking skimmers are as cool as 

you like.

DAVE WOLFENDEN

MiniFlotor from 
Aqua Medic.

Above: AquaOne’s 
Aqua Nano 60.

I have had two female Three spot gouramis 

in a 90cm/36in planted tank for at least a 

year, and they have been fine together. But 

over the past few weeks, the bigger, older 

fish has been attacking and chasing the 

smaller one. They still feed peacefully 

together but afterwards the chasing begins 

again. The smaller fish now hides away at 

the other end of the tank, with pale colour 

and no spots. Is there anything I can do? 

There’s no room for more fish. I’m prepared 

to lose one if it means keeping both safe. 

FINN MURRAY, EMAIL

Q. Why are my gouramis fighting?

TROPICAL

AThe Three-spot gourami, Trichopodus 

trichopterus, is a species given to violence. 

While it’s usually the males that squabble, I’ve 

heard numerous reports of what are apparently 

females being no less aggressive. To be fair 

though, sexing these fish is not easy: colour 

and general body shape is the same, though 

males tend to have longer dorsal fins that trail 

almost as far back as their tail fins. So some 

reports of aggressive females might be 

misidentified males, but probably not all. 

Females don’t guard the bubblenests and after 

spawning play no part in protecting the eggs, 

making such aggression hard to explain 

beyond simply trying to dominate access to 

resources like food and shelter.

In any event, management of aggression 

is the same, whatever the sex of the 

perpetrator. If you’re lucky, removing the 

aggressor, rearranging the decorations and 

plants, and after an interval of an hour or 

two, reintroducing the larger gourami will 

hit a sort of psychological reset button. The 

aggressor will not see the tank as his/her 

territory, and both fish will have an 

opportunity to reach a new modus vivendi.

If this doesn’t work, then you can either 

keep just a single specimen, or else 

‘overstock’ the tank in such a way no single 

fish can dominate the entire tank or 

persecute a single weak fish continually, 

which in a tank your size, would mean 

keeping 6-8 specimens, ideally with the 

females outnumbering males. But without 

knowing the capacity of your tank, it’s hard 

to say if this would be viable without 

causing water quality problems. So, just to 

be clear, I wouldn’t try to keep a group of 

Three-spot gouramis in anything below 

150 l in volume, and realistically, a tank of 

180 l or bigger is much more sensible if you 

want to have a decent-sized group 

alongside an interesting range of 

community fish. 

Anything much below 150 l is best served 

by either a single specimen or a group of 

smaller, less aggressive gouramis.

NEALE MONKS
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FIRST SIGHT

Betta Bed Leaf Hammock

PRODUCT NEWS

Dennerle Snail Catcher
The name conjures up images of a snail chasing man 
in a top hat, like the Child Catcher in Chitty Chitty Bang 
Bang. But it’s a real thing. A pretty good real thing, too. 

When I was about seven I had a toy hoover that looked like a 
robot Emu that would ‘eat’ colourful plastic balls from the floor, 
and this thing is 99% the same but scaled down. There’s an 
extending arm that stretches to 30cm, with a pivot head on the end that 
rotates roughly 90°.  It has a frontal collecting chamber that you can 
manually open, and a rubber harvesting rotor, so it rolls against glass nicely. 

Operation is simple. Starting at the bottom of the glass, roll the rotor up the 
pane and over any snails. They’ll be scooped up in the rubber baffles and transported 
to the collecting cup at the front. Then just pull the thing out, flip open the collecting 
chamber, and out pops your mollusc bounty. No squished snails in the tank to pollute  
your water, and no need for harmful gastropod poisons. 

As a negative, it only really works with snails that are on glass. If they’re in the substrate, 
this thing can’t touch them. So just turn your lights off for a few hours until they all come 
out, ping them back on, and you should have snails out all over the place. You’re welcome. 
NATHAN HILL

Verdict
For spare change money, this’ll probably transform the life of 

your Betta for the better. Cheapest product of the year and I 

just got a pun out of it. I like it. 

O Price: Mine cost £2.99, but I’m not sure there’s a formal 

UK RRP. I found one for £1.99 online, but delivery was £3. 

O More info: zoomed.com

Verdict
This thing cost me almost £11, so I’m trying 

to work out if it brings over a tenner’s worth of 

laziness to my life. If I struggled with snails, 

maybe. If you don’t like getting your hands in 

the tank and picking the things out manually 

like the rest of us, then you’ll love it. 

O Price: Seems to vary. I’ve found them 

as low as £7.99, but most stores are 

in the £10 to £12 region. I paid 

£10.99 for mine. 

O More info: dennerle.com
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PFKNewGear
The latest fishkeeping products, tried and tested. 

I’m only covering a few small bits this month, as I’m saving myself for a big blowout 
at a trade show in a couple of weeks’ time, writes Nathan Hill. 

So, starting with the smallest product I have in the whole building, I’m currently 
looking at a fake leaf and a suction cup. This is how I’ll remember 2017. Thing is, I 
spoke to a couple of Americans I know who trade in Betta, and they inform me that this 
is one of the best-selling products ever.

The Betta bed is exactly what it claims to be. It has no other role, it’s not food, it’s not  
a hiding place, and you’d need to do logical backflips to consider some kind of attractive 
decor. No, the role of this suckered leaf is to be positioned high up in the tank, with the 
blade jutting out flat at a 90° angle, for the purposes of Betta to take a quick nap on. I’m 
not making this up.

If you’ve kept Betta, you’ll have likely noticed that they get into some unusual resting 
spots. One of mine had a thing for lurking on top of an internal canister filter. In the 
wild, Betta splendens like to linger near the surface during periods of dormancy (given 
their habitats, it’s likely to be a mixture of predators and low oxygen that forces this). 

In aquaria, we tend not to have many high platforms in our tanks. 
So, you can see where this is going. You position your leaf 
somewhere out of direct flow, about 5–7cm below the surface, 
and the Betta can use it as a hammock as needed. 

The leaf is lifelike, which is ironic as most Betta set-ups aren’t. 
You can shape it as you see fit as there’s a wire that runs up the 
middle — be careful not to overflex it and compromise the plastic 
coating, as there are reports of the wire rusting.
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You will never want to make do with home-made 

solutions in the future!

Whether it’s routine spillages from tank maintenance or the 
DWWHQWLRQV� RI� JUHDV\�¿QJHUHG� FKLOGUHQ� WKDW� \RX� DUH� VWUXJJOLQJ�
to remove, this new TUNZE®� SURGXFW� WR� FOHDQ� WKH� RXWVLGH� RI�
\RXU� DTXDULXP� JODVV� RIIHUV� VRPH� XQLTXH� EHQH¿WV�� &DUH� 3DQHV�
HIIHFWLYHO\�FOHDQV�WKH�RXWHU�DTXDULXP�JODVV�SDQHV�DQG�DOO�VPRRWK�
VXUIDFHV�PDGH�RI�JODVV��SOH[LJODV��SODVWLF��PHWDO��SDLQWHG�ZRRG��
DQG�PDQ\�PRUH��&DUH�3DQHV�FRQVLVWV�RI�D�FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�RUJDQLF�
VXUIDFWDQWV�ZLWK�DQ�HWKHUHDO�RLO��DQG�FDQ�EH�XVHG�WR�HDVLO\�DQG�
HIIHFWLYHO\�FOHDQ�DTXDULXPV��DTXDULXP�FDELQHWV�DQG�WKH�OLJKWLQJ��
7KDQNV�WR�LWV�JHQWOH�LQJUHGLHQWV�&DUH�3DQHV�LV�VDIH�IRU�DTXDWLF�
OLIH�DQG� LV�DOUHDG\�EHLQJ�XVHG�VXFFHVVIXOO\� LQ�PHGLFDO�DUHDV��
SXEOLF�EXLOGLQJV�DQG�VFKRROV�

A miracle solution for your aquarium?

:H�KDYH�XVHG�LW�LQ�RXU�RZQ�DTXDULD��DQG��ZH�
DUH�QRZ�FRQYLQFHG��$IWHU�ORQJ�WHUP�WHVWLQJ�LQ�
DQ�DUUD\�RI�GLIIHUHQW�V\VWHPV��&DUH%DFWHU�KDV�
SURYHG�LWVHOI�WR�EH�DQ�H[FHSWLRQDOO\�HIIHFWLYH�
EOHQG� RI� ELRDFWLYH� ¿OWHULQJ� RUJDQLVPV�� ,W� LV�
VSHFLDOO\�IRUPXODWHG�WR�FOHDQ�ERWK�VDOWZDWHU�
DQG� IUHVKZDWHU� DTXDULXPV�� DQG� WR� HQVXUH�
RSWLPDO� PLFURELDO� EDODQFH�� &DUH%DFWHU�
is a powerful TUNZE® tool to assist 
WRGD\¶V�KLJK�WHFK�¿OWUDWLRQ�DQG�VNLPPLQJ�

More information: 

www.tunze.com
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NEXTMONTH

EYE-CATCHING FISH
Meet the spectacular Eyebiter cichlid, 

Dimidiochromis compressiceps.

THE USUAL SUSPECTS
We spotlight five alleged aquatic ne’er-do-
wells — are they truly the underwater answer 
to the Kray twins or just misunderstood?

MR AND MRS 
Many marines will fight with others of the 
same or similar species. Discover some you 
can keep in pairs — they may even breed!

RICE PALACES
Our fish of the month are the 
ricefish — find out why these 
often under-rated fish are so 

fascinating to keep and breed.

in the January issue of

On sale November 22nd 2017

Plus O�Special report from the AQUA trade show, with a first peek at the new gear 
coming to retailers’ soon O�Step by step guide O Readers’ tanks O New fish in the shops
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Beginners’ guide to keeping  
tropical fish with the  
January issue.
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Spotlight Advertisement Feature

Inside Williamsons Garden Centre

www.facebook.com/riversideaquarium

Readers’ Poll 2017

UNIT 5, TRETHORNE LEISURE PARK, 
KENNARD’S HOUSE, LAUNCESTON, PL15 8QE

CALL TODAY 
01566 86454

WWW.TANKTERRORAQUATICS.CO.UK

We are thrilled to see that 
FishCove Aquatics, have 
been voted one of the 
Top 40 stores 2017 in the 
Reader’s Poll. We would 
like to thank all 

of our wonderful customers who have 
made this possible for FishCove Aquatics. 
FishCove Aquatics opened for business in December 2015, located in 
The Oaks garden centre, in Wimborne.  

We pride ourselves on our ever-growing Aquascaping range alongside 
our various livestock expertise in particular our Bettas and Shrimps. 
We are dedicated to service and passionate about fishkeeping.

Find us on Facebook or online at www.fishcove.co.uk

aquatics

To
 a

dv
er

tis
e 

pl
ea

se
 c

al
l s

al
es

 o
n 

01
73

3 
36

64
11

Cl
as

si
fi e

d

112

LINCOLNSHIRE
Hanger1 • Strubby Airfi eld
Woodthorpe • Nr Alford • LN13 0DD  01507 451000
EAST YORKSHIRE
Hedon Road • Burstwick
East Yorks • HU12 9HA 01482 898800
SOUTH YORKSHIRE
Great North Rd
Doncaster • DN10 6AB 01302 711639

To all our customers – thank you for your support with the PFK Awards
LARGE SELECTION OF
• Aquariums
• Fibreglass ponds
•  Working Water

Features
• Waterfall Display
• Pumps

HUGE SELECTION OF
•  Koi & Ornamental

Pond Fish
• Marine Fish & Invertebrates
•  Tropical & Fancy Cold

Water Fish
• Pond & Tropical Plants

Come & feed our friendly fi sh
• Discounted Pond Liners
• Lighting
• Food
• Ro-Water
•  Tropical & MarineMix
• Treatments

lincsaquatics-eastyorkshirelincsaquatics-lincolnshire lincsaquatics-southyorkshire

www.lincsaquatics.co.uk

All fi sh are packed to travel anywhere in the UK

LI
N
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 AQUATICS

www.abacus-aquatics.co.uk
168 Halfway Street, Sidcup, Kent, DA15 8DJ

020 8302 8000 / enquiries@abacusaquatics.co.uk

Now open on Sundays
For more details about the 
shop and our opening hours 
please visit our website

ABACUS AQUATICS
Voted one of the Best shops in 
the UK for the last 6 years

14

From plants to 
Cichlids, Stingrays 

to Snakeheads

The Aquatic Store
Really does have it all! 

www.theaquaticstore.co.uk    01179 639120

28 North Street Bedminster Bristol BS3 1HW

THE CORAL CAVE AQUATIC CENTRE
“FOR A TOTAL FISH EXPERIENCE”

www.coralcave.co.uk  01954 212004

175 St.Neots Rd, Hardwick Cambridge CB23 7QJ

“smell the inspiration not the fi sh”

+  Voted PFK East retailer of the year & UK runner up
+  Tropical
+  Cold water

+  Marines & invertebrates
+  Huge aquarium showroom
+  Superb dry good selection

www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

CAMBRIDGESHIRE LINCOLNSHIRE

KENTBRISTOL

GILBERTS
www.gilbertspets.co.uk

Comprehensive range of fish and accessories
YOUR FRIENDLY LOCAL AQUATIC SHOP

The Precinct, St Mary Church,
Torquay. 01803 329149

TROPICAL
FISH

The only true aquatic Superstore, with over 250 stock tanks 
specializing in community, rare and unusual cold water, tropical 
and marine fish inverts and corals. Largest range of aquariums, 

dry goods, frozen and live foods and Tropical plants. 

Fish Alive

Opening hours weekdays 10.00 - 18.00, Saturdays 10.00 - 17.00, Sundays 10.00 - 16.00, Closed on Wednesdays

Units 10 & 11, Dragonville Retail Park, Durham DH1 2YB 
Phone and fax: 0191 3843590

Retailer of 
the year 

North East 

DEVONCOUNTY DURHAM

www.

fb.com/AquahomeAquaticCentre FINANCE AVAILABLE ON ALL 

ORDERS OVER £300. @Aquahome_

.co.uk

EVERYTHING YOU 

NEED UNDER 

ONE ROOF!

WINNERS!
BEST SHOP IN 

THE UK 2014



To advertise here please call the sales team
 on 01733 366411
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www.

fb.com/completeaquaticsuk

FINANCE AVAILABLE ON ALL 

ORDERS OVER £300. 

@completeaquatic

pinterest.com/aquaticsuk

.co.uk
EVERYTHING FOR THE AQUARIUM, 

PONDS AND REPTILES, TOP BRANDS 

AT ROCK BOTTOM PRICES.

HUGE SELECTION OF GOODS, 

FROM ALL MAJOR BRANDS

LOYALTY POINTS SCHEME

5 STAR RATED SERVICE 

AND AFTER SALES

 FRIENDLY AND 

PROFESSIONAL ADVICE

1000’S OF PRODUCTS IN STOCK 

FOR IMMEDIATE DESPATCH

 FREE NEXT DAY DELIVERY ON 

ORDERS OVER £50!

T : 0 1 2 5 4  2 0 8 2 4 5

VOTE FOR US
IN THE 201� PFK

READERS POLL

T : 0 1 2 5 4  2 0 8 2 4 5

EVERYTHING FOR THE AQUARIUM, 

PONDS AND REPTILES, TOP BRANDS 

AT ROCK BOTTOM PRICES.

www. .co.uk

Barlows Aquatic Trading
AQUARIUM MANUFACTURERS..supplying direct to the public at trade prices

��HiVcYVgY�h^oZh�[gdb�hidX`

��BVYZ�id�bZVhjgZ
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Ring: 01254 388815 
www.barlows-aquarium-supplies.com

e mail: barlowsaquatics@aol.com

or call in and see us at: 

Brisol Works, Mount St., Accrington, Lancs BB50PJ

A^`Z�jh�
dc�

FACEBOOK

The Fish Bowl Ltd
133 Dawes Road,
London. SW6 7EA

Tel: 020 7385 6005
www.thefi shbowlltd.com

email: thefi shbowlltd@tiscali.co.uk

OFFICIAL JUWEL STOCKISTS PLUS SPARES
Aquatic and Pet Shop.

Open 5 days a week 10am to 6pm. Closed all day Thursday and Sunday

OPENING TIMES
● MONDAY: CLOSED

● TUES, WED & FRI 10.30-6.00
● SAT 10.00-6.00
● SUN 10.00-2.00www.wholesaletropicalsaquatics.co.uk

RETAIL SHOPPERS ONLY

220 Bethnal Green Road, London, E2 

Tel: 020 77395356 Fax: 020 77292444

Thank you for all your 

support since 1967!

Tel: 01773 861255 Marine direct: 01773 811044 Reptile direct: 01773 811499
Open 7 Days - 65-67 Wharf Road, Pinxton, Notts. NG16 6LH (near M1 J28)

TROPICAL - MARINE - POND & COLDWATER - REPTILES
Six-time winner of top UK aquatic retailer
www.wharfaquatics.co.uk

Huge range of 
livestock in more 
than 600 tanks!

   www.aquariumgardens.co.uk

01480 450572 info@aquariumgardens.co.uk

P L A N T E D  A Q UA R I U M  S P E C I A L I S T S

House of Pisces ~ Scotland’s largest aquatic superstore by far
With over 1000 aquariums full of tropical, marine and cold water fish 

Huge range of aquariums, aquarium furniture and equipment at discount prices 

Unit B/G, 207 Strathmartine Road, Dundee, Scotland, DD3 8PH 

01382 832000   www.tropicalfish-scotland.com

www.aquarist-classifieds.co.uk

WHOLESALERS

NOTTINGHAMSHIRE

INTERNETLONDON

SCOTLAND

NATIONWIDE DISTRIBUTORS

Here at DKP we specialise in producing bespoke 
fi breglass fi sh tanks for the discerning customer 

who wants the BEST for their fi sh.
The DKP product range includes Filters, Bakki’s and 
Tanks 400, 450, 900 & 1500 gallons in rectangular 
with 700 & 800 gallons in circular but any bespoke 
size can be catered for including viewing windows.

www.denbykoiponds.co.uk
01773 863991/07773186198
sales@denbykoiponds.co.uk

To advertise in

\

please contact
Lucy Baxter on 01733 366411 

or email:
lucy.baxter@bauermedia.co.uk

Fish Treatment Ltd.
www.fish-treatment.co.uk

The simple solution for skin 
flukes, gill flukes & tapeworms
Easy and effective

Fluke-Solve
TM

New 50g Sachet

SHEFFIELD’S LARGEST 
AQUATIC CENTRE

0114 231 0225
www.sheffi eldaquatics.co.uk

�Rare breeds - Discus, L-number Plecs etc
�Over 150 aquariums and ponds
�Tropical, Coldwater & Pond
�2700 Litre Malawi section

Please mention 

when responding
to adverts

www.leicesteraquatics.com
Leicester Aquatics
0116 2709 610

Established 1973
55 John Street, Porthcawl, CF36 3AY

Tel: 01656 784646

KKC  Est 1972
Specialist in marine and inverts

6 ASTRAL ROAD, HESSLE
Tel: 01482 640329 Fax: 01482 640489
15,000 Gal marine and invert system
8,500 gal tropical freshwater system.

Marine wholesale and aquaria trade & retail.
Open 10am till 5pm, closed Sun & Mon

Email: andrew@kingstonkoi.karoo.co.uk

MISCELLANOUS

LEICESTERSHIRE

YORKSHIRE
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             After a weekend of trading, the best plants are likely to take a 
hammering. But there’s a difference between that and displaying 
stuff that looks like it’s been sat festering for the last month solid. 
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I
’m both happy and sad in the same 
month. On one hand, I witnessed 
something warming. On the other, I 
experienced the hardship of being a 

grass-roots aspiring aquascaper. 
First up, what made me happy? You, my 

dear UK aquarists. I was actually humbled 
by your collective response to a situation, as 
compared to the attitude of others overseas.

The marine situation in Hawaii changed 
recently, and it immediately banned all 
collection and export of livestock from the 
region. Some nations did not take kindly to 
this. ‘Fake news!’ and ‘Bad science!’ were 
typical global reactions. I can’t reproduce 
some of the comments, as they’re that 
graphic and shouty. The populace of one 
large country in particular was fuming, with 
‘who the hell do they think they are?’ lines of 
reasoning. They wanted their cheap fish, 
and Hawaii’s right to self-governance 
wasn’t going to stop that.

With trepidation, I posted my the news 
online, expecting to spend the next week 
editing out all sorts of vitriol towards the 
Hawaiian administration.

Humble dignity 
And what did you do? You acted with 
humble dignity is what. ‘If it’s about 
conservation before my hobby,’ went the 
response, ‘then I’d give this up tomorrow 
rather than harm wild stocks’. Comment 
after comment affirmed so much about 
your collective respect for aquatic wildlife, 
with folks stating that they were totally on 
side with the Hawaiian decision. 

And just like that, you made me realise 
what it is I love so about the UK aquarist — 
the reasoned, balanced and insightful 
attitude. Well done, all. United Kingdom: 1, 
Rest of the world: minus 100. 

But fear not, I do still have a rant in me. 
Take that warm, fuzzy feeling and tuck it 
somewhere safe. 

Preferential treatment 
Here’s a thing. I get preferential treatment, 
and I like it. Usually when doing a set-up, I 
make a few calls, send out an email or two, 
and I’ll have the best wood, leaves, and 
plants arrive at my doorstep, hand-picked 
by company MDs themselves. I don’t blame 
anyone for that, nobody wants to give a bad 
impression of their products to the press. 

This month I dropped the ball. I headed 
down south to set up a Fluval Flex as a 
step-by-step project. Most of what I needed 
was all sorted, posted and prepped in 
advance — wood, soil and so on. I didn’t 
want plants sat around for too long, so I 
planned them nearer the time. 

And that’s where I messed up. Clean forgot 
to order the plants in time, didn’t I? I was 
due on the Monday, and cut-off for a plant 
delivery turning up was 2pm on the Friday 
beforehand, which I clean overshot as I was 
faffing. Not a worry, I thought, I’ll just get 
some plants while I’m down there. 

Sat festering 
Wow. Retailers, what the hell? I can 
understand some of this. Directly after a 
weekend of trading, the best plants are likely 
to take a hammering. But there’s a difference 
between taking a hammering and displaying 
stuff that looked like it had been sat 
festering for the last month solid. When I get 
a box of plants for a set-up, I go through 
them brutally. Any with a hint of algae or 
damage just get binned. Why risk it? 

The outcome of a whole day (technically a 
whole day plus the following morning) of 
hunting was a couple of tubs of in-vitro 
moss, some Amazon swords that were too 
big (my error), Hairgrass that needed 
outrageous amounts of washing off and two 

potted but not really potted Staurogyne
— the kind of pot where a few stems are just 
wedged into rockwool, giving the illusion of 
established growth. 

What was worse was the amount I had to 
just walk away from. Algae, endless algae. 
Dead leaves. Discolouring. Holes. Crawling 
with snails. Name a plant problem, I saw it. 

One of my day-to-day topics that I brood 
on is why there aren’t more planted set-ups 
in the UK. I have dozens of theories, but 
now I realise I’m downplaying the most 
obvious one. As a boots-on-the-ground 
aquarist, sourcing is nine tenths of the 
game, and if what you source isn’t 
available… well, game over. 

Ladies and gentlemen of the industry, I 
know you’re all busy, but please try to fix 
this. Appreciated, some of you never ‘got’ 
plants. You’re fish people. But it’s time to 
catch up with where the hobby is. 

Planted tanks are a thing. And some of us, 
from time to time, mess up our orders and 
don’t get things posted direct to our ivory 
towers. Then we’re in your hands, and if 
you’re not on board, that’s definitely a slight 
inconvenience. Hell, I almost didn’t make 
this set-up work…

Tailpiece
“ 

”

with Nathan Hill 

Nathan Hill is PFK’s features editor, photographer, yoyo 

thrower, amateur skateboarder and synth tinkerer who’s 

currently considering setting up a plant shop down south. 

Aquascapes like this look 
incredible — if you can source 

decent plants to begin with.

N
A

O
M

I 
B

R
A

IS
B

Y





;I�LEZI�SZIV�����WXSVIW�XLVSYKLSYX�XLI�9/��WXEδIH�F]�

LYRHVIHW�SJ�TEWWMSREXI�ERH�ORS[PIHKIEFPI�εWLOIITIVW�

Find a store near you today or visit εWLOIITIV�GS�YO

1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW $XLICεWLOIITIV XLIεWLOIITIV

%[EVH�;MRRMRK
3RGI�%KEMR

Thank you from all of us at Maidenhead Aquatics

7836)7�-2�8,)�3**-'-%0�834���

*MWLOIITIV�&VEILIEH

*MWLOIITIV�'SEXFVMHKI

*MWLOIITIV�+PEWKS[

*MWLOIITIV�-RZIVRIWW

1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�7LMVPI]�

1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�;MRHWSV

1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�1IVI�4EVO

1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�7LMVPI]�

1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�;IRZSI

;-22)67�3*�8,)�*3003;-2+�

*631�4*/ɱ7�6)%()67�4300������

SOUTH-EAST 

;MRRIV��1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�;MRHWSV�

WEST MIDLANDS

;MRRIV��1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�1IVI�4EVO

�6YRRIV�YT��1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�7LMVPI]

WALES 

;MRRIV��1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�;IRZSI

�6YRRIV�YT��1EMHIRLIEH�%UYEXMGW�$�'EVHMδ


