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Ever had a fi sh keel over in your aquarium 
for no apparent reason? You know the 
scenario, I’m sure — they’re all swimming 
around apparently happy, healthy and 
feeding and then the next morning the tank 
light comes on to reveal one of them lying 
belly-up with its little fi ns in the air.

A single unexplained death happens 
occasionally, but more than one at once — 
or several deaths over a course of a few days 

— usually indicates a problem. But what if you test the water and 
there’s no sign of any of the usual suspects such as ammonia or 
nitrite, the heater’s working perfectly and pH levels are normal?

The fi rst course of action with any fatality should always be a 
water change. But in order to stop something similar happening in 
the future, we need to try and ascertain the cause if we can. 

You’ll fi nd some of the common culprits of mystery fi sh deaths on 
page 50 of this issue — and some of them may surprise you!

Also in this month’s PFK you can discover a fi sh with unique 
spawning behaviour (p. 8); a reader’s stunning African-themed 
aquarium (p. 22); how to succeed with mbuna (p. 44); and advice on 
stocking a soft coral system (p. 36). We also have some very 
desirable plecs — there’s the real thing on page 42 and some cuddly 
versions, which we’ve been fi ghting over in the PFK offi  ce all 
month, on page 99! Enjoy...
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I
t’s tempting to open this feature by 
referring to Splashing tetra in the
plural, but this would be wrong.
Aside similar looks, similar 

requirements, and a penchant for similar
habitats, there is only one true Splashing
tetra in theCopellagenus. Specifically,
it’sCopellaarnoldi, a fish that is offered
by many shops, yet rarely bought. It’s a
great shame, because aquarists
everywhere are missing out on one of
nature’s more curious (and unique)
spawning niches.

Even calling these fish tetras is to do
them a disservice. I’ll concede that tetra
is a loose term these days, applied to all
manner of small characins throughout
the world. But it’s not technically
correct. The parent family, the
Lebiasinidae, is a catch-all for a
multitude of cylindrical, cigarillo-shaped
fish ranging from the unseen
Voldoras (Lebiasina) to the common-

Making

With its unique spawning behaviour, the Splashing 
tetra makes a breeding project that every dedicated 
fi shkeeper should try at least once!
WORDS: NATHAN HILL

as-candy pencilfi sh (Nannostomus). 
In one subfamily, the Pyrrhulininae,

there are three very similar genera.
There are theCopeina, or tiny spotted
‘tetra’, as well as the larger, more
substantial and majesticPyrrhulina.
Then there is theCopellagenus, a
midway camp between the two. There’s a
little frat-house rivalry between all
three, as manyCopellaused to be in the
Pyrrhulinagroup for a while, until they
were reclassified for having different
shaped maxillary bones (think jaw and
face). A couple ofCopeinawent the
same way.

To look at, aside from being pretty
in an understated way, there’s little
remarkable about the external
appearance of aCopella. Morphologically
speaking, closer inspection will reveal

some key diff erences between them and 
their mainstream tetra namesakes. 

For one, there’s the unique approach to 
fi n placement. The two pectoral fi ns are 
stationed forwards and high, jutting like 
a plane’s ailerons. The pelvic fi ns, the 
paired fi ns on the belly, are set further 
back than most, like some curious 
undercarriage, while the tail, instead of 
being a typical fork, carries an 
asymmetrical lobe, the top part 
glowering and extending much further 
than the lower — a unique feature for 
characins where tail-symmetry is 
usually a defi ning feature.

The dorsal fi n carries itself like a sports 
fl ag, glamorous and pointed, while the M
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Fish of the month

Thisisafishofferedbymany
shops,yetrarelybought,meaning
aquaristsaremissingoutononeof
nature’smorecurious(and
unique)spawningniches.

adipose fi n — that rubbery, fatty, ‘useless’ 
fi n that’s universal amongst tetra and 
sits between the dorsal and that tail fi ns 
— is non existent. Admit it, you’ve only 
just noticed.

Most curious of all is the terrestrial 
mode of spawning that one Copella 
species uses to protect its young. It’s a 
method quite unlike any other fi sh 
you’ve spawned, and you can do it at 
home with just a little eff ort. This is a 
splashing fi sh that lives up to its name...

The true 
Splashing tetra, 
Copella arnoldi.
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Male Splashing tetra are very 
popular with the ladies.

Fish out of water — the Splashing 
tetra leaps into the air to spawn 

on the underside of a leaf. 
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Sexual athletes
It must have been a curious sight for the 
fi rst humans to chance upon. A fi sh that 
lingers around one spot, day in and day out, 
periodically drawing attention to itself with 
a splash. 

If that person was curious enough to look 
closer, they’d have found that the target of 
the fi sh’s splashing was a clutch of eggs, 
carefully (if urgently) positioned on the 
underside of a leaf. 

Fish may spawn in one of many ways. 
There are broadcast spawners that try to 
overwhelm natural selection by producing 
vast numbers of eggs all in one go. There are 
mouthbrooders that look after developing 
fry in the sanctity of their own maws. There 
are fi sh that move their eggs from place to 
place; those that carry their eggs on their 
belly; those that guard them ferociously. 

Fish that lay their eggs out of water are 
less common. There are some, like certain 
Takifugu puff erfi sh, that lay their eggs 
within intertidal beach gravel, stranding the 
eggs when the tide recedes. Some gobies lay 
their eggs on the undersides of rocks, letting 
tidal action wash them. Mudskippers make 
a dry chamber for their mudskiplets.  

For Copella arnoldi, the process starts like 
many a young family, with the search for a 
suitable home. Just like Goldilocks’ 
porridge, things need to be just right, and 
the male will frequently ‘dry run’ an 
assortment of potential sites, jumping up 
out of the water and glancing against leaves 
until he fi nds one that’s neither too far 
nor too close. 

Once he’s found his ideal site, he has to 
lure a female in, which isn’t too hard as 
they’re usually just as excited about the 

10
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Splashing tetra will use the
cover glass of the tank as a
surrogate leaf for spawning.

The male splashes the eggs
with water to keep them
moist, but he ceases care 
once they hatch.

Fish of the month
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Splashing tetra
For obvious reasons, these aren’t spawned

in any major numbers, and you need to be

careful that you’re not being sold one of

the non-splashing Copella instead (some

folks can’t identify between them).

As lovely as they are, they’re not hugely

common, and not always easy to find. In

fact, you might need to ask to be shown

them, because they’ll likely be in some

dark tank, huddled away behind decor.

Collectors and breeders might be the

safer option in sourcing some, so if you do

struggle in stores, join a club and get

some feelers out.

FISH FACTFILE
●Scientific name: Copella arnoldi.

●Origin: Brazil, French Guiana, Guyana

and Suriname (at least).

●Habitat: Streams and flooded forest, as

well as muddy pools.

●Size: To 5cm/2in.

●Tank size: Minimum 90 x 30cm/36 x 12in

Copella arnoldi

comes from
Brazil,
French Guiana,
Guyana and
Suriname.

The real deal

— depth is less critical.

●   Temperament: Keep away from 

aggressive or large fi sh, which will 

spook them.

●   Water requirements: Soft, acidic 

water; pH 4.0–7.5, hardness 1–8°H.

●   Temperature: 20-28°C/68–82°F.

whole process as he is. So much so, that it’s 
not uncommon to fi nd a single male with 
two or more females fl anking him through 
the procedure. Where many male fi sh need 
to work hard to attract a female, the 
Splashing tetra is an exception, being 
something of an athletic gigolo. 

In an act of energetic union, both male and 
female will leap from the water, sticking 
side by side to the leaf for two or three 
seconds, while she lays a dozen eggs and he 
fertilises them. Then they drop off , 
recompose themselves and do it all again, 
leaping and laying until the leaf is 
smothered in hundreds of tiny eggs. 

At this point, the casual observer would 

see the female just clear off  and do her own 
thing. Beyond laying eggs, she has no 
further role in their care. For the male, it’s 
time to step up to a fatherhood role. 

The exposed eggs, though protected from 
aquatic predators, are now at risk of 
dessication, and it’s down to the male to 
keep them moist. With a whip of the tail 
roughly every minute, he showers the eggs 
with droplets of water, and he does this for 
every waking hour, right up until the sun 
goes down. Come morning he’ll pick the 
task back up, splashing away for up to 72 
hours until all the young have hatched, 
splashed and dropped down in to the water 
— at which point they’re fl ying solo. 

If that sounds exhausting, spare a thought 
for the over amorous male. Sometimes, he’ll 
spawn with multiple females at once (after 
all, he’s pretty much swatting them off ), and 
so he might have multiple broods at any 
one time, meaning he needs to do a 
circuit of all of his love nests, keeping his 
off spring damp.

It’s fascinating to see, and easy to recreate 
in the home setting, but pictures of the fi sh 
alone don’t do this behaviour justice. Help is 
at hand though, and if you want to see it for 
yourself, YouTube has a selection of videos, 
all set to curious music. Just tap in ‘splash 
tetra’, crank the volume up, and wonder 
what those soundtracks are all about.
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Home is where the splash lives 
Copella tanks provide a unique opportunity 
to try something diff erent. Yes, a community 
will work (to an extent), and so will a 
dedicated South American layout for other 
small natives.

But if you fancy being swish — especially 
for C. arnoldi — then start shopping for 
paludariums instead. Hagen’s Exo Terra 
range of terrariums have always been my 
choice for this, but you can use any glass 
tank with a few adaptations. 

The goal is to create an open topped system 
with ample overhanging vegetation. It 
needn’t be anything over the top on looks (it 
doesn’t even have to involve real plants) but 
if you can get that overgrown canopy feel 
then you’re already on the home stretch for a 
perfect Copella tank. 

The Copella natural range is vast, across 
much of South America from Brazil through 
to Peru, then up to Suriname, Venezuela, 
Guyana and more. The whole upper ‘slab’ of 
the continent is drizzled with them.

Where they’re found, the habitat is 
frequently the same. They gravitate toward 
areas of canopy, and are as at home in small 
streams as they are in fl ooded forest, or 
caught up in receding pools of leaf-carpeted, 
low visibility water. 

Meet the rest of the family 
The Splashing tetra is the family member 
with the talent, but that doesn’t make the 
others the black sheep. You can keep your 
bright community platies and garish guppy 
hybrids to yourself, because I’ll favour the 
subtly intricate markings of a Copella any 
day of the year. 

At a distance, they can be bland. That said, 
even close up they can lack some colour. I’m 
biased, on the grounds of being a lifelong 
pencilfi sh fan, and if you can imagine a 
Nannostomus that isn’t such a nervous 
wreck, then that’s what these guys are. 

There are nine diff erent Copella species, 
including the splashing C. arnoldi. Of the 
others, most only make it to our UK stores 
as bycatch, ignobly hauled out alongside 
other tetras and imported in accidental 
low numbers. 

Aside the true splasher, the three you’re 
likeliest to meet are the exotic C. nattereri, 
C. meinkeni and C. callolepis. The fi rst of 
these makes an exquisite ‘dither’ fi sh, used 
in conjunction with species like 
Apistogramma, or other small and nervous 
inhabitants. Because they’re bold but 
peaceful, they work wonders in luring timid 

fi sh out in to the open. More than one 
cichlid spawner in the UK swears by them 
as an ideal choice. 

C. meinkeni, if you can fi nd them, will 
drain your wallet but act as a great species 
project on their own. With pale bodies, 
freckled with red spots, they’re quick to 
turn heads and guzzle disposable income. 

C. callolepis is another spotted Copella 
species, and one periodically on sale in 
numbers. If you shop at places that 
keep the more obscure stuff  (think Pier, 
Wharf or Aqualife at Leyland — you 
get the idea), then you’ve a chance of seeing 
them. Otherwise you might need to 
ask your retailer to keep an eye on the 
availability lists. 

When I’m looking for unusual Copella in 
stores, I make a beeline for tanks where I 
know South American wild livestock has 
recently been added. It’s like panning for 
gold, but sift long and hard enough, and 
you’ll turn up something that looks like a 
pencilfi sh yet isn’t. Heckle the price — 
chances are the shop owner won’t know 
what they are, and he or she will rather just 
get them out of the way than be sat on them. 
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Copella 

meinkeni.

Copella 

nattereri.

In their natural habitat, Copella 
are found in areas with canopy, 
so aim to replicate this at home.
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Fish of the month

In the aquarium/paludarium, the 
intention is to get a tea-stained, 
litter-strewn set up that isn’t necessarily 
too bright. 

Their water requirements leave them 
right on the cusp of community tank 
compatibility, and though C. arnoldi can go 
as high as pH 7.5, others prefer things softer 
and a tad more acidic. Somewhere around 
pH 5.0–6.0 is ideal, but you can let it drift as 
low as 4.0 and as high as 7.0 without ill 
eff ects. Hardness should remain under 8°H.

Alder cones will help with getting the 
desired acids into the water. Such a low pH 
can lead to problems with biological 
fi ltering, so consider some fl oating plants 
on the surface of the aquarium. These will 
have the twin benefi ts of removing wastes 
along with providing shade and cover for 
the fi sh.

Decorate the aquarium with dark 
substrates, leaf litter, tangles of wood, and 
surround the tank with safe plants (many 
UK pond plants are cheap to buy, and good 
for the job), so that they drape over the 
surface. Set a T5 tube or LED quite high up 
for shadows and a little gloom, and you’re 
there — a Copella (not quite) biotope in 
the home!

I’d keep my tank open-topped, but then I’d 

be doing the canopy thing anyway. This is 
less important for the non-splashing 
Copella, and even for C. arnoldi it’s not 
essential (they’ll spawn on a cover glass in 
the absence of a leaf ) but it just strikes me 
as defeating the object to get them and deny 
them this leaf-requisitioning behaviour. It’s 
like buying a brand new television, only to 
never turn the thing on.

Filtration needs to be capable but not 
excessive. Copella like high oxygen levels, so 
don’t be afraid of fi lters splashing the 
surface a little with water returning to the 
tank. The fi lter will need to be very mature, 
as one thing guaranteed to cause failure 
with Copella is too new a system. If you can 
initially fi ll the aquarium with water from 
other set-ups around the house (water 
chemistry permitting of course) then 
that’s advisable. 

Feeding is another reason you want a 
mature system. Every Copella is a 
micropredator, scoffi  ng down tiny 
ostracods, copepods and other miniscule 
morsels — the exact bugs and beasts 
associated with decaying leaf litter. Despite 
their relentless grazing, feed them 
throughout the day with a mixture of 
Cyclops, microworms and even 
Artemia nauplii.

For tank mates, any small, peaceful tetra or 
pencilfi sh will work well, as will any 
Apistogramma cichlid you trust not to be 
troublesome, and all have similar water 
requirements. Copella are found alongside 
the likes of Cardinal and Rummynose tetra 
in the wild and make a stunning display 
when kept alongside them in the aquarium. 
Hatchetfi sh are a nice touch, too.

Note that you’ll need to buy a group of 
Copella to keep them happy. Though not 
shoaling fi sh in a traditional sense — they 
tend to form loose, slightly bickering clusters 
instead — they defi nitely look at their best 
when males are competing amongst 
themselves to be the brightest and get the 
ladies’ attentions. 

Watch and marvel
I’ll repeat, though. If you want the unique 
spawning experience of a lifetime, get a 
group of C. arnoldi in a tank with 
overhanging plants, get them fed and happy, 
and make sure that when they start 
spawning that you’ve got the time to sit 
down and watch them. 

There’s no other fi sh on the planet 
that lays its eggs in the trees, so I can 
guarantee you’ll never see anything else 
like it. 
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Fish of the month

Spotted tetra
The name of this one is perilously wide of the mark. Once

again, it’s not really a tetra, and to make things worse it tends

to have a lateral stripe and not spots. I’m confused too...

The last time I saw these, they were peppered throughout

an Apistogramma breeding set up, where they left cichlid

fry alone, and kept the adult fish happy with their

dithering action.

As with C. meinkeni, if you see them and you have a tank

ready, then buy them. They don’t make a regular appearance,

and you might be just as well sending feelers out to local

clubs for breeders as phoning around stores.

It’s almost a shame they’re so small. If these were sized

around 10–12cm/4–4.8in or so, I reckon I could sell them all

day, every day. Don’t write them off until you see them, they’re

wonderful in the flesh.

FISH  
FACTFILE
●   Scientifi c name: Copella meinkeni.

●   Origin: Defi nitely in Venezuela, 

and recorded in Brazil, but likely 

elsewhere too. 

●   Habitat: Slow streams and fl ooded 

forest, usually over deposited 

organic matter, and under 

overhanging plants.

●   Size: To 4.5cm/1.8in.

●   Tank size: 60 x 30cm/24 x 12in.

●   Temperament: Peaceful but 

nervous.

●   Water requirements: Soft and 

acidic, stained water; pH 4.0–6.8, 

hardness below 8°H.

●   Temperature: 20–28°C/68–82°F.

●   Spawning: Plant spawner, will coat 

broad leaves with eggs. Males 

protect the eggs but not the fry. 

FISH FACTFILE
●Scientific name: Copella nattereri.

●Origin: Brazil and Peru; widespread.

●Habitat: Streams and flooded forest, 

as well as muddy pools.

●Size: To 4.5cm/1.8in.

●Tank size: 60 x 30cm/24 x 12in.

●Temperament: Maybe the boldest 

Copella, but can still be frightened 

by its own shadow. Nervous fi sh, house carefully.

●Water requirements: Soft, acidic water; pH 4.0–7.0, hardness 1–5°H.

●Temperature: 20–28°C/68–82°F.

●Spawning: Plant spawner, will deposit on a leaf, or scatter among 

more frilly plants like Java moss.

Copella

meinkeni

comes from
Venezuela 
and Brazil.

Copella

nattereri is
found in Peru
and Brazil

Two of the fi nest

P
F

K
/N

E
IL

 H
E

P
W

O
R

T
H

P
F

K
/N

E
IL

 H
E

P
W

O
R

T
H

Spotted splashing tetra
It doesn’t splash, it isn’t really a tetra, but it 

sure has lots of spots, like one of those old 

white candy sticks that’s been covered in glue 

and rolled in tiny rubies. 

A beautiful fi sh to look at, which might justify 

the hours of phone calls you’ll need to make 

before you can fi nd someone who stocks them.  

You can try Googling it, but you won’t get a 

hit, and in the last fi ve years I’ve only seen 

them once in the fl esh. I kicked myself for not 

buying the whole lot at the time, too. 

When you fi nd them, immediately 

fortify the entire area around the tank 

and don’t let anyone near them until you 

can aff ord to take the whole lot. Set up 

something of at least 60cm/24in long 

(ideally 90cm/36in) and be careful 

about what you mix them with. Unless 

someone has bucked the trend of a 

lifetime, they’ll be wild imports, so they’ll 

have little immunity to some strains of 

farmed fi sh illness (and vice versa). 
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FISHKEEPING NEWS
Latest news and events from the world of aquatics.

Are these the oldest 
goldfish in the world?

RECORD HOLDERS

PUBLIC AQUARIA

EVENTS

Octopus are known for 
their intelligence.

Fred and George
are still fit at 40.

Help the BKA celebrate 
its half century.

See some glorious guppies
at the BLA convention.
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At 40 years old and counting, Fred and George could be 

the world’s oldest goldfi sh.

The two fi sh were won at a local fair back in 1975 when 

their owners, Keith and Mary Allies from Worcester, were 

still courting. Keith won the fi sh as a present for Mary. The 

couple married fi ve years later.

Fred and George have been swimming together for 40 

years and Keith, who is now 71, reckons the fi sh will 

probably outlive them all.

He says: “While they look fairly old, they are very lively, 

and they show no sign of slowing down.”

British Killifi sh 
Association 
celebrates 50 years
The British Killifi sh Association annual 

convention takes place from October 9–11 at 

Mercure Wetherby Hotel in Yorkshire.

This year is particularly signifi cant, as the BKA 

is celebrating its 50th anniversary.

There will be a show, lectures, a banquet, 

auction, raffl  e and sales.

Guest speakers at the event will be Wim Suijker 

and Heinz Ott.

This is the place to fi nd some stunningly 

coloured fi sh, get advice from the many friendly 

and very experienced fi shkeepers, and attend 

lectures by those who have collected fi sh from 

the wild. 

Admission to the convention is £3. 

The Mercure Wetherby Hotel has easy 

access off  the A1M on the edge of the market 

town of Wetherby.

For more details visit www.bkawebeden.co.uk

Great weekend for 
livebearer fans
The British Livebearer Association’s autumn 

convention takes place on October 10–11 at the 

Best Western Naseby Hotel, Kettering, Northants.

Saturday will see the guppy display open to the 

public and a day of lectures.

Fancy Guppies UK will be holding their ninth leg 

of the 2015 Guppy League.

Sunday will include an auction of wild type 

livebearers and also an auction of the guppy 

show entries.

For further information on the event visit 

www.facebook.com/Livebearers
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EVENTS

SHOW NEWS

Top quality Koi at last
year’s Festival.

This Vieja maculicauda was last
year’s Supreme Champion.

Best in Show at the 
Friends of Yorkshire event.
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The Federation of British Aquatic Societies’ 

annual Festival of Fishkeeping is set to take 

place at the Hounslow Urban Farm in 

Middlesex, over the weekend of October 3–4.

Each day will provide a showcase for 

show-winning fi sh – either singly, in pairs, 

breeders teams or as collections in superbly 

furnished aquariums. On hand will be experts 

from the aquatic trade to show what’s new 

and also to off er advice and guidance about 

any fi shkeeping question you care to throw at 

them. 

Fishkeeping exhibitors can fl ex their 

muscles in three main competitions on 

Saturday:

The British Open in the place to see all the 

‘Best in Show’ winners from 2015 competing 

for top spot. 

The Festival AS Open Show, sponsored by 

FLUVAL, is the last chance saloon to get your 

hands on a Show Trophy for 2015, whilst the 

Diamond Class Final features winning fi sh 

Devise a puzzle to 
challenge an octopus!
An octopus at a public aquarium in Devon is so intelligent that she has 

learned how to solve even complex challenges set by her keepers — so 

they are now looking for new ideas.

Ursula lives at Living Coasts zoo and aquarium in Torquay. She can 

open jars, arrange blocks in her aquarium, unfasten catches and fl ip 

lids, and it took her just ten seconds to remove the waterproof casing 

from a camera — faster even than the aquarium staff !

Living Coasts’ operations manager Clare Rugg is now asking 

members of the public to come up with new challenges for the 

two-year-old octopus.

Safety needs to be considered in the design, of course. The puzzle will 

need to be non-toxic and contain no metal, sharp or pointed parts.

So what are staff  looking for? “Bigger, better, more complicated, more 

complex plastic tube networks, perhaps where she has to open the ends 

to get in. Or segments she has to pass through to go further into the 

tube,” says Living Coasts keeper Sarah Tingvoll. “Also, balls and fl oats, 

perhaps where food can be hidden inside.”

The person who comes up with the biggest challenge will get to meet 

Ursula and her keeper.

Living Coasts is situated on Torquay Harbourside on Beacon Quay, 

Torquay. Tel. 01803 202470. 

Make tracks to the Festival of Fishkeeping

from Societies’ choice of Classes in 2015.

Sunday brings the real excitement with all the 

best of the best battling it out in three more 

high-class competitions. 

The FBAS Supreme Final is the equivalent of 

the Grand Champion fi nals found in almost 

every other pet-related shows, and winning this 

is considered the ultimate achievement 

amongst fi shkeepers.

While every fi sh exhibited at the Festival is 

clearly a testament to its owner’s fi shkeeping 

skills, entries in the Supreme Pairs and Supreme 

Breeders categories refl ect a more complete 

achievement. The challenge appears simple 

— just pick your pair of fi sh and then breed from 

them — except that it’s often more diffi  cult than 

that and you could be surprised as to how many 

species can be bred.

Away from the competitive areas, there will be 

plenty of fi sh-related things to see. Planned 

attractions include home bred fi sh 

sales, specialist livebearer sales, reptile 

display, dry goods display and sales, large 

Discus sales and display, Japanese Koi and 

bonsai sales and display, plus ex-display fi sh 

tanks, stands and pond equipment for sale (to 

be collected at the conclusion of the festival, 

or delivered locally for a nominal charge, 

please ask for details)

There’s also plenty for the children to do, 

including free children’s face painting, bouncy 

castles, children’s tractors, farm tours, pony 

rides and farm animals.

Refreshments will be available at the 

cafeteria and BBQ. 

Admission (to both the Festival and the 

farm) costs £7.50  for adults, £6 for children 

and £24 for a family ticket (two adults and two 

children). Children under two years of age are 

admitted free.         

Hounslow Urban Farm is situated on Faggs 

Road, Feltham, Middlesex TW14 0LZ.

This year’s ‘Friends of Yorkshire’
show was held at Stockton on the
Forest on Sunday, August 16.

The YAAS (Yorkshire
Association of Aquarist Societies)
holds its annual open show in July
— but that is for the members of
their association. Therefore in
August it follows this with
the ‘Friends of Yorkshire’,
which is open to all clubs and
associations.

The event also included the
seventh leg of The British
Livebearer Association Fancy

‘Shining Prince’ is a winner at Yorkshire show

Guppy League championship.
Roy Chapman of SLDAS 

(Southend, Leigh and District 
Aquarist Society) won the Best 
in Show, with his (home-bred) 
Sawbwa respledens — which 
translates at ‘Shining prince’.

 In a separate hall, the 
British Livebearers Association 
Fancy Guppy League judged the 
entries in this leg of their 
National Championship. The 
highest pointed (82) guppy 
was an albino Red Delta by 
Henry Smith. 
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Scientists name fish
‘Blue bastard’!

Open Day for
goldfish fans
After a significant refit with almost 100

additional aquariums, Surey-based fancy

goldfish specialist Star Fisheries has

announced an Open Day on October

18, 2015.

Andy Green from Star Fisheries says:

“Fish from from China, Japan, Thailand,

Hong Kong and the UK promise to give

what will be the largest range of fancy

goldfish for sale in Europe. There will also

be for sale top quality Andrew James

Ranchu, now recognised as the number one

breeder of Ranchu in Europe.”

Star Fisheries is at 94a Benhill Road,

Sutton, Surrey, SM1 3RX. It will be open

from 10am–3pm on the day. There is plenty

of free parking available.

Tel. 0208 915 0455 for more information.

Scientists have given this newly described
sweetlips the namePlectorhinchus
caeruleonothus. The species name translates
as ‘blue bastard’ — withcaeruleomeaning
‘blue’ andnothusmeaning ‘bastard’.

Apparently the fish lives up to its scientific
name. Apart from the obvious blue colour, it
has a highly aggressive nature, with males
locking jaws and violently fighting. But it’s
also very difficult to catch and land, and
anglers in Australia, where the fish is found,
refer to it by the name of ‘Blue bastard’ for
this reason alone!

Growing to around 90cm/3ft in length, the
fish starts life as a striped juvenile before
undergoing an amazing transformation into
the bluish adult.

Jeff Johnson from Queensland Museum in 
Brisbane, Australia, who described the fish, 
said that the name is “an affectionate turn
of phrase.”

The fish lives in shallow, murky water
in the north of Australia from Cape York on 
the tip of Queensland to Ningaloo reef off
the coast of Western Australia. It feeds on
small crustaceans.

Oxford store gets a listing
on travel website
The Goldfish Bowl in Oxford has been

listed on a travel website as one of the top

things to do in the city.

Lastminute.com says The Goldfish Bowl

on Magdalen Road has “such a vast range

of tropical fi sh, it’s almost like visiting an 

aquarium. The shop facade doesn’t give 

much away, but once inside you’ll fi nd a 

whole aquatic world, with room after 

room of tanks with exotic fi sh from across 

the globe.”

The store is listed on the site’s Oar-some 

Things To Do In Oxford page alongside 

such attractions as punting, museums 

and architechure.

Charterhouse Aquatics’
jellies are TV stars!
Charterhouse Aquatics had a request from
the BBC recently, which wanted to send a
camera crew to film the store’s resident Moon
jellyfi sh for a science documentary — and of 
course staff  at the London-based shop were 
more than happy to help. The shop’s blog says: 
“We are sure that the addition of these 
fascinating aquatic inverts will go some way 
to ensuring the series is as successful as the 
rest  — we will keep you posted on when the 
programme is due to be aired!”

Back in July some of Charterhouse 
Aquatics’ Moon jellyfi sh also appeared on the 
ITV This Morning programme.

Wharf Aquatics

in Pinxton,

Nottinghamshire,

which we visited on our

October shoptour, has

asked us to clarify that

it is in fact a member of the Big Fish 

Campaign. There is a dedicated article on 

Wharf’s website about the campaign and 

why the store supports it at: 

https://www.wharfaquatics.co.uk/big_fi sh_

campaign_wharf.htm

Its Sunday opening time should also 

have read 10am and not 10.30am.

Wharf Aquatics supports 
the Big Fish Campaign

Star Fisheries 
specialises in 
fancies.

‘Oar-some’ attraction: 
The Goldfi sh Bowl.

Moon jellyfi sh.

Scientists describe this fi sh’s 
name as ‘an affectionate 

turn of phrase’.
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GREENS!

New plants

Fresh

Mix up Cryptocoryne with Anubias, and 

add some pink and metallic pigments, 

and you get Lagenandra meeboldii ‘Red’. 

Neither a hybrid nor a cultivar, this plant 

does really exist wild in India. At fi rst, this 

semi-aquatic beauty was considered 

unsuitable for aquariums, but somebody 

fi nally fi gured that they do very well when 

living permanently underwater. 

The new, tiny, curled leaves are baby 

pink, and as they mature they become 

greenish. Observed from above, they 

display a metallic reddish-mauve, like 

they carry polarised pigments. 

This plant brings the ‘wow’ factor to any 

aquarium, but it does need some specifi c 

care. It needs a strong light, and does 

much better with CO2 injection at up to 

30mg/l. 

This is a rhizome plant, similar to 

Anubias. That’s why it’s often handled the 

same way and fi xed on rocks or driftwood, 

but it really needs to be planted in the 

substrate. The rhizome will then develop 

slowly, just like Anubias, and you can 

cut some parts and replant them 

elsewhere if needed. 

This plant is perfect for 

the foreground, and should 

be displayed as the star of 

the tank. Growth rate is 

quite slow, giving you time 

to enjoy the small leaves 

while they are still very pink. 

It’s sensitive to algae, which 

can cover the leaves if it’s 

not kept under a strong 

water fl ow. 

Handle it carefully, as the 

leaves are fragile, and can 

“dissolve” when damaged. 

Ever the diva, Lagenandra 

meeboldii ‘Red’ really has to be 

treated with respect and attention.

Lagenandra meeboldii ‘Red’ 

We likely all know Anubias barteri, from 

West Africa. As it’s a highly variable plant 

with leaves that vary in size and number, it 

gives us new shapes from time to time. 

The ‘Coin leaf’ variety is a great 

novelty, created and cultured in 

Dennerle’s greenhouses, propagated 

using targeted selection. As its name 

suggests, the plant forms round 

leaves with a diameter of 5–6cm/2–

2.2in. It’s actually one of the 

very few plants in the 

hobby with round 

leaves. Plant it among 

stem plants for 

contrast and you’ll 

see how spectacular it 

can be.

As with all Anubias species, 

‘Coin leaf’ is low-maintenance 

and particularly easy to care for. It is an 

incredibly slow-growing marsh plant 

suited to low-light environments. In the 

wild, Anubias species grow in shaded to 

semi-shaded locations in fast-fl owing 

rivers and streams, sometimes in emerse 

form, growing on stones or logs, and 

sometimes semi-emersed. 

This species can’t bear strong light 

over a long period. With dark green, 

slightly fi rm leaves, Anubias are frequently 

the choice for cichlid aquariums, and 

the leaves of the ‘Coin leaf’ are even 

more robust.

The plant grows best on wood and roots 

or as a lithophyte, on stones. When 

planted directly into the substrate, special 

attention must be paid to the rhizome: the 

thickened rootstalk must not be covered 

with substrate, otherwise it can rot.

Anubias barteri ‘Coin leaf’  

Here are two new plants that you’ll defi nitely want 
to keep an eye out for in local aquatic stores.

Marie-Sophie Germaine is promotion manager for Dennerle, as well as an author and journalist. 
She’s a foliage lover with no less than 28 planted tanks in her Danish home.

WORDS: MARIE-SOPHIE GERMAINE
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A
dam Walding is an aquarist
who has brought a chunk of 
deepest Africa into his home 
in Northants. A self confessed 

fan of the old continent, he’s put together 
a beast of a tank that goes beyond being 
just a big volume with big fi sh. Instead, 
he’s created a shoal-laden, natural-
feeling layout with canopies and 
undergrowth. This is the forested 
side of Africa we see all too infrequently 
in UK circles.

Adam came to my attention after I 
mislabelled a fi sh in an earlier magazine. 
It turns out that while I was scrabbling 
around photo archives the world over, he 
had much of what I needed, all sat within 
an hour’s drive from my offi  ce. After I’d 
been suitably chastised, I asked if he’d be 
keen on letting me take a closer look at 
his project. 

Flash forward a few weeks, and I’m 
stood in front of a 180cm/6ft window 
that takes me directly to the Congo. 
Adam’s Aqua One Aquience Classic 
1800R, at 180 x 60 x 66cm, and holding 
600 l/132 gal of water, is not the token 
small set-up I’d envisaged. Sagging under 
the weight of a wall of Bolbitis, and with 
region-correct fi sh streaking in and out 
of every crevice, I’m pleasantly surprised 
to see the alternative African scene is 
very alive, albeit on a small scale, in the 
British hobby. 

Capturing     
the Congo
Meet a fi shkeeper who has strayed 
from the usual selections of fi sh in favour of 
a biotope from Africa — a continent that’s 
woefully under-represented in the hobby. 

WORDS: NATHAN HILL

A slice of Africa, just an hour’s 
drive from the PFK offi  ce.
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Reader visit

● Name: Adam Walding.
● Age: 27.
● Years keeping fi sh: Five.
●  Favourite fi sh: Probably my 

Alestopetersius brichardi.
●  Most paid for a fi sh: The 

Alestopetersius, at 
£20 each.

●  Dream tank: If I had to 
choose one it’d be a lot like 
this but bigger and with 
more Alestiid species.

MEET THE AQUARIST
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Pricey fish in a
big shoal make a
striking effecrt.

Adam is big on
Alestopetersius.

The Microctenopoma 
have been a breeding 
success for Adam.

PFK: Adam, for you, what’s the appeal of an 

African tank?

AW: I wanted to do something diff erent, 

something a little esoteric. I’d noticed a defi cit 

of African fi sh in the trade, particularly tetras, 

and my interest grew from there. I can 

remember seeing in the tetra sections of 

fi shkeeping books that the Congo tetra was 

the “exception”, and it got me thinking that it 

couldn’t have been the only one of its kind 

from Africa.

 

PFK: How long has this set-up been running 

for? And what did you have before this?

AW: This set-up has been running since 

October 25, 2013. Before that I had a Rio 125 

with west African fi sh, a 15 l/3.3 gal shrimp 

tank and a Fluval Edge I’d converted to a 

marine tank, with a clip-on twin T5 light.

PFK: What hardware does it have running 

on it? What fi lter media are you using?

AW: Hardware is just the standard for the 

Aquience, with eight T5 tubes producing a 

total of 260W of power (rather than four long 

tubes for whatever reasons), two Aquis 1250R 

external canister fi lters and 450W power of 

heating. I use 50/50 pink and white tubes. It’s 

not likely to be enough for demanding plants, 

I did once try Eleocharis parvula but that 

slowly died. 

 

PFK: What maintenance does the tank need, 

and how often?

AW: I wring out or change fi lter fl oss once a 

At a glance
The stock in Adam’s tank is made up of...

●  21 Alestopetersius nigropterus

●   Nine Alestopetersius brichardi

●   Nine Microctenopoma ansorgii

●   Six Synodontis nigriventris

●   Two Pantodon buchholzi

●   Two Garra congoensis

●   One Xenomystus nigri
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Reader visit

week, clean the rest of the media every couple 

of months, staggering each fi lter a week apart 

so that any bacterial losses are minimised. 

After decor, the tank holds something closer 

to 500 l/111 gal so I change 125 l a week, 

normally 25 l or 50 l every day or other day. I 

fi nd I can remove more detritus this way.

 

PFK: What spawning successes have you 

had so far?

AW: Something did spawn in the aquarium a 

couple of nights ago, the eggs were minuscule 

and quickly eaten. I think it may have been the 

Alestopetersius nigropterus, as there was no 

sign of a bubble nest.

In terms of deliberate spawning, I have bred 

a pair of my Microctenopoma ansorgii in a 

separate 40 l tank that sits neatly in the 

cupboard of the main aquarium.

 

PFK: What care did you need to give 

breeding fi sh? Did you condition them, or 

move them or anything?

AW: When I wanted to breed the 

Microctenopoma I couldn’t fi nd a lot of 

information online, but I did know it would be 

similar to Betta in that the male would build a 

bubble nest and that soft water was required. I 

introduced the largest female to the tank fi rst, 

and conditioned her with a lot of frozen food 

for a week before adding the male, whom she 

promptly attacked. 

Given that he was about three times the size 

of her, that quickly subsided and I noticed a 

small bubble nest three days later, and then a 

larger one with eggs in it fi ve days later. I 

removed the female immediately and then 

I removed the male when the eggs started 

to hatch.

All of this took place in heavily stained 

acidic water — next time I will try it in slightly 

harder water.

 

PFK: You say that pH is around the mid-six 

mark, with a KH of 2. How do you keep the 

water like this? Are you using RO for it?

AW: Yes I am, and I use JBL’s Aquadur to 

remineralise it before changing some.

PFK: Are your fi sh all biotope specifi c? Do 

they originate from the same region, or is 

there a bit of creative license involved?

AW: I like to be accurate where possible, but 

some of these fi sh only have a small 

geographical range compared to others. It’s 

easy with the Xenomystus nigri knifefi sh and 

Pantodon buchholzi butterfl ies because their 

natural range is huge, but it’s much smaller 

with the Garra congoensis and 

Alestopeterius nigropterus. Those two I could 

perhaps be taking some license with, 

but my A. nigropterus came from Lukeni 

river, when according to IUCN they are only 

found in Lac Mai N’dombe. They may not even 

be nigropterus!

 

PFK: You made your own backing for this 

tank. What did you use to do that? How did 

it come together, and did it take long?

AW: I made that with two-foot squares of egg 

crate and expanding foam originally intended 

for pond use. I added some rocks and wood to 

it before it all set, and then when it had set I 

applied a couple of coats of Gorilla Glue and 

paving sand. It took about a week, as I only 

had room to make one square at a time before 

fi xing it in the aquarium and starting the next. 

 

PFK: What substrate have you used?

AW: It’s the same paving sand I used for the 

background, thoroughly washed fi rst, although 

it wasn’t too dusty. Lafarge was the brand.

 

PFK: What plant species have you used? 

How have some of these been fastened on 

to the decor? 

AW: I have various Anubias, I think all are 

varieties of A. barteri. There’s a lot of Bolbitis 

in there, some Nymphaea, a Crinum 

calamistratum and some Hygrophila 

polysperma — there’s that creative license!

Some of the Anubias were tied down where 

necessary but I just wedged the Bolbitis in 

crevices on the background, given there was 

nothing to really tie it to. That was nearly two 

years ago and the background is now almost 

completely hidden.

 

PFK: What interplay between the fi sh 

species have you seen? Are any of them 

ever hostile towards each other?

AW: The diff erent species ignore each other, 

but the tetras are happy to shoal together. 

Sometimes there is some aggression from the 

knifefi sh toward the tetras but it’s far from the 
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constant chasing and torn fi ns that we 

fi shkeepers dread. I think it might be the 

shininess of the tetras that annoys it when half 

the lights are off  — it never does it when both 

lights are either fully on or off , so I minimise 

that time.

 

PFK: What foods are you using, and how 

often? Do you have a set routine? What’s the 

trickiest fi sh to feed, and why?

AW: I use Tetra Pro color and Pro algae, and 

generic bloodworm and brine shrimp, normally 

fl akes in the afternoon or early evening, and 

frozen food later in the evening. It depends 

when I get home from work. When the tetras 

were smaller I used Hikari micro pellets (and still 

do for young Microctenopoma) but the larger

they got the less interest they showed in them.

Some of the tetras are the fussiest fi sh, 

especially the newest ones. The Garra are

defi nitely the greediest, even taking food from

the surface. I give the knifefi sh half a prawn once

or twice a week, being careful to drop it right in

front of him before one of the Garra grabs it.

 

PFK: What has been the fastest growing of

the fi sh you’ve added?

AW: The Garra I think, which fi gures given the

way they eat.

 

PFK: What’s been the biggest surprise 

you’ve had in setting up this tank?

AW: The Microctenopoma have not been 

anything like as shy as I was led to believe, even 

swimming up to a net and pecking it at.

 

PFK: Are there any fi sh you want to add but 

can’t source?

AW: Another Alestiid has caught my eye 

— Brachypetersius gabonensis. I’d also like to 

keep more fi sh from the Alestopetersius genus 

and to learn if my A. nigropterus really are what 

they claim to be.

 

PFK: Are there any fi sh you regret adding?

AW: I’ve six Synodontis nigriventris which stay 

completely hidden apart from feeding time, but 

they do make sure that any food that lands on 

the substrate isn’t wasted.

 

PFK: What should the new fi shkeeper be 

aware of when setting up an African 

riverine tank?

AW: I think a good grasp of the nitrogen cycle 

and some mature media would be a good idea. 

Touch wood I’ve had no pollution spikes in the 

tank since it was set up, but these wild 

caught fi sh are very delicate; I’ve had a few 

die in transport on a journey that was less than 

an hour. 

Quarantine is a good idea too, a cheap source 

of RO water and a willingness to travel if you 

want rare species. Facebook groups can be 

good for “I’ve seen such and such here”.

 

PFK: If you could start again and change 

anything, what would it be?

AW: I initially had an area of JBL’s Manado 

substrate for growing the Hygrophila, before 

realising it’d grow anywhere. There are 

Malaysian trumpet snails in the tank and for

some reason I thought it’d stay put. It didn’t,

and despite my eff orts there is still some in

there, sitting atop the sand mocking me.

Bolbitis dominates 
the tank.

Garra congoensis 

are fast growers.

Adam avoided big 
fi sh in his big tank.

Mixed Alestiids  
shoal together.
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Reader visit

Fish in focus
Upside down catfi sh
●  Scientifi c name: Synodontis 

nigriventris (Sigh-no-don-tiss 

nig-ree-ven-triss).
●  Origin: Congo and Cameroon.
●  Habitat: River banks, under wood, 

among roots and in dense 

planting.
●  Size: To 10cm/4in fully grown.
●  Tank size: Ideally 90cm/36in or 

more for a small shoal.
●  Water requirements: Soft and 

acidic preferred; pH 6.0–7.2, 

hardness 4–15°H.

●  Temperature: 24–28°C/75–82°F.
●  Notes: Lives up to its name, 

spending most of its life on its 

back. Secretive fi sh that you’ll 

spend much of your time trying to 

fi nd, and guaranteed to destroy 

your nets and/or hands if you try 

to catch them. In the wild, they’re 

bird food, so they’ve developed a 

painful defence involving sharp 

spines. Beware ‘false’ upside 

down cats that get three times the 

size and will destroy your tank. 

Congo logsucker 
●  Scientifi c name: Garra congoensis 

(Ga-ra con-go-en-sis).
●  Origin: Lower Congo river, Zaire.
●  Habitat: Fast fl owing rivers, usually 

over wood and stones.
●  Size: To 10cm/4in.
●  Tank size: Ideally 90cm/36in or 

more. A fast, active fi sh.
●  Water requirements: Soft and acidic; 

pH 6.2–7.0, hardness 6–12°H.

●  Temperature: 24–28°C/75–82°F.
●  Notes: Longer and leaner than their 

non-African cousins, these fi sh 

have one of the best common 

names in all of fi sh history. For 

bottom dwellers, they’re bolshie, 

brave, and very active. Cover 

their tank, as they’re notorious 

jumpers. Best of luck sourcing 

them, though.

African butterfl y fi sh: 
●  Scientifi c name: Pantodon 

buchholzi (Pan-toe-don 

book-kolz-eye).
●  Origin: Congo, Cameroon, 

Benin, Sierra Leone, Chad, 

Niger, Nigeria, Gabon.
●  Habitat: Still waters in 

plant-heavy areas.
●  Size: To 12.5cm/5in.
●  Tank size: Ideally 90cm/36in 

for a pair or more.
●  Water requirements: Soft, 

acidic water preferred; pH 

6.0–7.4, hardness 4–14°H.
●  Temperature: 23–30°C/

73–86°F.
●  Notes: Coolest fi sh ever? 

Maybe. With ‘wings’, eyes that 

can see multiple points at once, 

and the ability to feel insects 

hitting the water, these are 

kitted out more like 

superheroes than aquarium 

residents. No open tanks for 

them though — they’ll be out 

before you’ve even opened the 

fl ake food. 

African knifefi sh
●  Scientifi c name: Xenomystus nigri 

(zen-oh-mist-us nig-ree).
●  Origin: Diverse across Africa, 

including Congo, Egypt, Sierra Leone, 

Benin, Chad, Liberia and more.
●  Habitat: Slow or static water with 

heavy planting. 
●  Size: To 20cm/8in in aquaria.
●  Tank size: Ideally 120cm/48in or 

more, even for an individual.
●  Water requirements: Soft and acidic; 

pH 6.0–7.5, hardness 2–18°H.
●  Temperature: 24–28°C/75–82°F.
●  Notes: I’ve known them to eat tiny fi sh, 

take chunks out of big fi sh, and even 

nibble my fi ngertips. Often found in 

‘oddball’ communities, if you keep 

them with tank mates that don’t 

intimidate (like larger cichlids) then 

they’ll come into their own and 

actually swim around, as opposed 

to hiding. 

Ornate ctenopoma
●  Scientifi c name: Microctenopoma 

ansorgii (My-crow-ten-oh-poe-mah 

an-sore-gee-eye).
●  Origin: Congo.
●  Habitat: Slow backwaters amongst 

leaf litter, vegetation. 
●  Size: To 7.5cm/3in.
●  Tank size: 60cm/24in or larger for a 

single specimen or pair.
●  Water requirements: Soft, acidic 

water; pH 5.5–7.2, hardness 4–18°H.
●  Temperature: 20–27°C/68–81°F.
●  Notes: Adam’s were the fi rst bold 

ones I’d seen, as usually they’re 

hidden in some Java fern or similar. 

Might appear bland on fi rst sight, but 

give them a chance and they’ll grow 

on you. Think hypercool, slightly less 

colourful, African gouramis and you 

won’t be too far off .
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Native marine

I
’ve been teaching marine biology or
using marine animals in research for
a few years now and in the process I
have completely fallen in love with

native UK marine animals. I honestly find
many tropical marine tanks garish
compared to the sleek and naturally more
minimalist native systems I have been
running. I recently changed jobs, moving
from Bangor (north Wales) to Falmouth in
Cornwall. Although as beautiful
in many ways, Bangor’s
frequent inclement and cooler
weather always put me off
seeing the animals I knew and
loved first hand. But since
knowing I was on the move I
began wondering...

After the heroic journey south
and seeing the genuinely turquoise crystal
clear waters, I decided to man up and take a
splash around. I managed to get a free
(actually two free!) 5mm wetsuit on
Freecycle — Gumtree also has great deals
on secondhand suits. Having forced myself
into one, and with great trepidation, I
ventured into the water. It turns out that in
a summer wetsuit our waters really aren’t
that cold — a bit of initial brain freeze is
easily remedied with a cheap dive hood. It
really doesn’t take that much extra effort
— certainly no dry suit is required — and the
water is its warmest in September.

I was amazed at what I saw! I suspect
many of you will be surprised to read that

we really have the same kind of animals in
our coastal waters, albeit less diverse and
abundant, that you see in your marine tanks
at home or at public aquaria. When
snorkelling I’ve seen gorgeously coloured
wrasses, huge shoals of sand eels, curious
hermits and sedate spider crabs, sharks and
rays, top down views of our own kelp
forests, cephalopods, eelgrass beds (lacking
dugongs sadly), a wide variety of anemones,

fanworms, pulsating sea quirts (in a
harbour), psychedelic nudibranchs and
even corals (dead man’s fingers)!

I’d collected and even successfully fragged
our native coral in the past but I was really
surprised to see small clumps while simply
snorkelling: to see the best beasties you
have to get the tide just right (low spring
tide ideally) and walk out as far as
necessary, essentially giving yourself the
best chance to see the deepest waters you
can without SCUBA kit. I saw corals
attached to overhanging rocks — not many
but enough to easily notice, feeding polyps
wafting gently in the current. A quick duck
dive allowed a GoPro snap.

Snorkeling in a native wonderland
Gavan Cooke wonders why we spend so much money taking foreign 
holidays to go snorkeling, when there’s so much to see here at home.

“We really have the same kind of animals 
in our coastal waters, albeit less diverse 
and abundant, that you see in your 
marine tanks at home...”

If you really want to push the boat out 
(groan) get on an RIB and snorkel in our 
off-shore waters. Here you will almost 
certainly see massive jellyfish (be careful, 
Lion’s mane jellyfish can sting) and perhaps 
even a basking shark. Get reasonably close 
to a rocky outcrop and you may even be 
joined by a seal or two.

If you are a confident swimmer and have a 
sense of adventure, I can’t recommend 

taking that first plunge 
enough. It takes some good 
planning (and good luck 
with the weather), local 
knowledge (easy to 
source), some kit (free on 
Freecycle) including some 
warm clothing for 
afterwards and a little 

health and safety awareness. Many of us, 
myself included, spend thousands on far 
away holidays and/or similar amounts on 
livestock and tanks, when in our own 
backyard there is some really great stuff.

Lastly, look out for citizen science projects 
on marine life in your area, you never know: 
you might see something new to science!

Gavan Cooke is Program 
Manager and lecturer in 
Aquaculture and Marine 
Science at Falmouth Marine 
School. His research interests 
include aquatic animal  
welfare and all aspects of 
cephalopod behaviour.A
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The place to share your fi sh, tanks, letters and pho tos
TANKCOMMUNITY

Plec paint stripper!

Ellenmac 43
Three weeks ago I

bought a Peppermint 

bristlenose for my aquarium. In

my tank there is an artifi cial

tree root decoration, which had

a lot of algae growing on it.The

bristlenose got to work on that

immediately. Now it looks like

he has taken all the colouring

off the ornament and I’m 

worried that this may be 

poisoning him. Does anyone

know whether this is harmful

to the fi sh?

nomnom
If the decor has been

bought from an aquatic shop it

should not have harmful 

chemicals on it. I had a rainbow

ornament in my tank and it

lasted about a week and a half

before I took it out as all the

paint had chipped off.

Brian M
I would remove the

artifi cial root from your tank

and replace it with a suitable

piece of real wood. Lignin, 

obtained from grazing off real

wood, will be benefi cial.

wijnands
If the paint was toxic

then your fi sh would have been

dead by now. I’d still replace the

root with real wood. Also, the

bristlenose will need greens to

supplement the algae.

blackghost
The paints used on

some aquarium ornaments

used to be toxic, as did the dyes

used in some of the coloured

gravels. Any company can make

ornaments so I wouldn’t be

surprised if some of them 

were still toxic... Having said

this, if your bristlenose isn’t

ill, the paint presumably 

wasn’t harmful.

Find the popular fi shkeeping

forum at http://forum.practical

fi shkeeping.co.uk. 

FORUM
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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:

A family of
fishkeepers

JOINTHEPFKCOMMUNITY

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

+

It all started when I moved in

with my girlfriend, Charlotte, a

few months ago. I’ve always

wanted to re-live a part of my

childhood, — namely

fishkeeping. My parents had a

7ft tropical tank and it still

holds lots of fond memories.

I broached the subject with

Charlotte after weeks of

decorating the house — I felt

we could do with something

that would make a great eye

catching feature in the living

room. I knew before I asked

what the answer would be

— and I was right! No, she said

— absolutely not.

After showing her lots of

pictures of other people’s tanks.

she came round to the idea, on

one condition. She wanted pink

gravel. I was OK with this — a

small compromise to get my

dream tank (to be honest I

thought it would take months

of begging and copious cups

of tea).

We went to our local fish

store, Frog End Aquatics in

Cambridgeshire. I saw an

ex-display tank of 215 l with a

cabinet and knew I had to have

it, but being on a tight budget I

couldn’t justify it then and

there. To Charlotte it looked

huge, but I explained the bigger

the better, and the easier it will

be to maintain.

I felt disheartened leaving the

shop without the tank, but my

30th birthday was three months

off, so I asked my mum for an

early present. Luckily, my mum

agreed — I’m so glad she loves

fish too!

Getting the tank and letting it

cycle for a few weeks was like

torture. But eventually, after

stocking it with a few tetras to

start, we now have many species

including gourami, guppies,

mollies, Tiger barbs and a

Siamese fighting fish.

It’s such a great hobby, a

passion. It has brought us closer

together and has given us a

common interest. The only thing

we argue about is who is going to

feed the fish and giving new fish

their names. Charlotte’s

four-year-old son Jack can watch

the fish for hours, and because we

wanted him to be involved, he got

to choose the tank ornaments —

and TV time has definitely

decreased, which is great. As a
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Kieran and Charlotte have 
turned fi shkeeping into a 
family activity. 

editorial@practicalfi shkeeping.co.uk facebook.com. Search Practical Fishkeeping

twitter.com/PFKmagazine

Practical Fishkeeping, Media House, Lynch Wood, Peterborough PE2 6EA

http://forum.practicalfi shkeeping.co.uk 

family we all maintain the tank, 

take regular trips to our local 

fi sh store and also Maidenhead 

Aquatics near St Albans.

After just three months in, we 

now have a tropical, coldwater 

and marine tank. You have to 

be committed to the hobby as 

maintaining tanks does take up 

some of your time. You’re 

forever gaining knowledge from 

books, the Internet and of 

course more experienced 

keepers. I actually look forward 

to getting out of bed and 

coming downstairs to see my 

fi sh, cleaning the glass and 

feeding them. I knew I’d 

cracked it when I heard 

Charlotte educating her friend 

about fi sh husbandry and water 

chemistry — she’s defi nitely 

hooked now; we all are.

Kieran Mcgarvie and 
Charlotte Gatward, email
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TANKCOMMUNITY

Susan Whittenham:

Communitytank—because
it’ssimpleandeasytosetup
andmaintain.Idotrytokeep
myfishpopulationona
vaguelySouthAmerican
theme,althoughIhavehadto
includeatrioofBotia loaches
fromsouth-eastAsiaineach
tankforsnailcontrolthe
naturalway(ratherthanusing
chemicalsnailkillers).
Peter Clarke:Biotopeas
nothingisbetterthan
replicatingwhatabeautiful
looknaturecreatesforfish.
Matt Farnfield:Whynot
createallthreeinasingle
tank?
Scott Ebent:Biotopeor
naturallookingcommunity.
Mark Beeston: I’vekept
biotopesandcommunities.
I’veneverreallytrieda
“proper”aquascapethough...
dependswhetherIwanta
display,oraset-uptokeep
somethingnew,or
somewheretheanimalsare
happyenoughtobreed...
Paul James Gadsden:

Biotope.It’schallengingandI
likehavinganaccurate
representationinmyliving
room.It’sbetterforthefish
tooIMO.
Judy Wright:Aquascape
because ‘ooohpretty!’
Nicole Small:Allthreewould
beperfect.Anaturalistic
aquascapewithfishfromthe
samearea.*drool*
Scott Melton:Biotope—it’s
theleastwecandowhenour
fisharelockedupwithinglass.
Withbiotopesyoucaterfor
theneedsofthefishfirst,not
whatyouwant.
Pete Davies:Hmmmit’sa
bio-type—nopointin
aquascapingformyfishas
theyliketodoitthemselves!

        FROM 
FACEBOOK

Responses to our 
question ‘Aquascape, 
biotope or community 
tank — and why?’ 
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Natural looks seem 
to be popular.

Any good aquatic 
shops in Spain?
I’m a regular reader of PFK, have kept fi sh for 

years and have a Fluval 210 corner tank set up 

with Amazon fi sh and plants. The trouble is 

we’re moving to Spain next year!

I’m resigned to giving fi sh and plants to a 

friend but really want to keep my tank and set it 

up again in Valencia. The trouble is I cannot fi nd 

any tropical fi sh shops out there! 

Does anyone at PFK or any of your readers 

know of anything that would help me?

Is the heat a problem? Are there tropical fi sh 

shops out there? How do fi shkeepers in Spain 

get their livestock?

Any advice would be very gratefully received!

John Esson, email

O�Big and small
A Golden apple snail, Pomacea canaliculata, comes 
face to face with its pint-sized doppelganger in 
Alanna Stupple’s (forum name ‘Hummingbird92’), 
macro shot.

O�Tiny twin tropicals
Lack of space doesn’t have to mean you can’t fl ex your aquascaping muscles, as shown with these two 
beautiful tanks owned by Richard Heasman (forum name ‘Richard77’).

O�Mellow yellow
Few fi sh can match the glorious yellow hues of a Yellow 
tang, Zebrasoma fl avescens, seen here foraging for food 
in Marty Hall’s (forum name ‘Marty. h’) marine tank.
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Assassin snail.
I would like to add my experience to Dave Hulse’s 

advice with regard to snails in the September 

edition of PFK.

I have a 120cm/48in community tank including 

several species of shrimp, which bring constant 

colour and activity to my tank. Recently a few 

unsightly ram snails had started to appear, but I 

was uncomfortable with the idea of using a 

chemical solution, so I chose to introduce a 

handful of Assassin snails to my set-up. 

It is fascinating how fast these snails can move 

(in comparison to other snails anyway) and their

cream and brown banded shells, again add colour

among the darker planted areas of my aquarium

— which is just as well, since along with the

shrimps they are now breeding and every so often

tiny little spiral shells pop through the sand

substrate, rush along the surface then sink back

into the top sand.

Thumbs up for natural controls

www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

O Bristlenose by name…
...bristlenose by nature. This
magnificently hirsute Ancistrus is
owned by Discus expert Mark Evenden.

The ram snails have vanished without trace.

I feel David Hulse’s advice for an environmentally

friendly form of snail control was spot on and as

an “end user”, I recommend it wholeheartedly.

David Buchan, email

O This arch is a triumph!
Aquatic mosses can add a whole new dimension to
decor and shrimps will love picking through it for
tiny morsels of food. Will Rousseau (forum name
‘Rousw’), has dressed this wood arch with it to
great effect.

OAmazing aquatic amphibian
Sarah Currie, (forum name ‘nomnom’) captured
this shot of her African dwarf frog, Hymenochirus

sp. — a popular ‘oddball’ choice that can do well
if stocked with suitable tank mates.

O�The winners of the  Blagdon Affi  nity ponds in 
the August competition were Darron Pitcher of 
Chelmsford and Andrew Hughes, Manchester. 

Competition winners
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My current fish
● Five Yellow convicts, Cryptoheros

nanoluteus

● One Panama cichlid, Cryptoheros

panamensis

● 11 Columbian tetra, Hyphessobrycon

columbianus. It was ten, but it seems

they have been breeding and one has

survived to around 2.5cm/1in.

● One Firemouth cichlid, Thorichthys

meeki

● One Rainbow cichlid, Herotilapia

multispinosa

● One Bristlenose plec, Ancistrus sp.

● One Ram cichlid, Mikrogeophagus

ramirezi

TANK
Me & my
TANKCOMMUNITY

What attracted you to the hobby?
Ihad fanciedanaquariumfora long time,
anda friend letmehavea60 l/13gal tank,
whichIsetupasasimplecommunity
aquariumwith tetras, barbsandsoon.ThenI
discoveredwhatelsewasavailableand
thingssnowballed fromthere!

How would you describe
your tanks?
The larger tank ismy ‘budgetbiotope,’
althoughthebudgethasbeenstretched
somewhat! It’s aDIYproject, trying tocreate
themostnatural environmentpossibleand
also trying tocreateaCentralAmerican
community tank.The intentionwas tocreate
aPanamaspecificriverset-up, thoughIhave
hadtomakesomeconcessions—plus there
aresomefish in there fromoneofmyold
community tanks.
Thesmall tank is ‘formydaughter’—

althoughshe isonly20monthsold...
I’vecreateda ‘blog’ of sorts, showingmy

progress increating the large tank, so that
otherpeoplecanseewhat is involved if they
want tosetupsomethingsimilar, especially if
goingdowntheDIYroute.Youcanfind itat
budgetbiotope.weebly.com/

What’s your favourite fish?
That’sadifficultchoicebetweentheYellow
convictsandthePanamacichlid.The
behaviourofboth is fascinating.P
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The larger tank is set up as a 
Central American river biotope.

Yellow convict cichlid.

PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING

●  Fishkeeper: Mark Mayfield, (forum 
name MarkMayf).

●  Age: 31.
●  Occupation: Operations support 

engineer.
●  Whereabouts: Ossett, West 

Yorkshire.
●  Time in the hobby: Around 18 

months.
●   Number of tanks: Two: a 160 x 45 x 

45cm/64 x 18 x 18in Central 
American river biotope, and a 25 l/5.5 
gal nano tank with a few guppies.
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What would be your dream aquarium?
A tank that fully encircled a room such as a basement, with a

circular flow to really emulate a river; plenty of deep and shallow

areas, and some areas for terrestrial life. More realistically though,

a large marine aquarium if time and money ever allow!

My wish list...

www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

Read, research, ask 

questions and read some 

more before diving in and 

purchasing anything.

Save money. Don’t be 

afraid of DIY — and keep 

an eye out for used 

equipment; there are some 

serious bargains around.

Save time. Get into a 

good, regular 

maintenance/cleaning 

routine, and you will save 

time in the long run.

My advice for 

beginners

Columbian red
fin tetras.

Bristlenose catfish.

Panama cichlid.
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corals
Discover the benefi ts of a reef 
tan k stocked with soft corals 
and colonial polyps. Here’s 
what to put in it...

WORDS: TRISTAN LOUGHER

Clownfi sh are more than 
happy to use soft corals as 
surrogate anemones.
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Marine

T
here’s a huge amount of
choice these days when it
comes to stocking the reef 
aquarium. We could opt for 

small polyp stony coral (SPS) aquaria 
with their intense lighting and very 
stable water conditions and vigorous 
fl ow. Large polyp stony (LPS) coral 
systems will have less fl ow and lighting 
but still demand excellent water 
quality if they are to thrive. Some 
aquaria mix the two and will even 
include soft corals and colonial polyps.

However, with soft corals having 
prodigious growth rates — especially in 
the strongly illuminated aquaria 
demanded by stony corals — issues can 
begin to arise as the colonies grow and 
start to compete with their neighbours 
for space. In a stony coral dominated 
aquarium a fast growing star polyp 
(Pachyclavularia sp.) can be a complete 
pest rather than a species that provides 
colour and movement. 

You can reduce such problems by 
maintaining these vigorous, fast 
growing species together in a soft 
coral and colonial polyp-themed 
aquarium, alongside a choice of fi sh to 
compliment them. 

What’s required?
Soft corals and colonial polyps are
often considered to require lower light 
levels than their stony relatives. 
Although true for some species, anyone 
who has ever tried to maintain a mixed 
coral tank will affi  rm that these 
animals rather enjoy the conditions 
given to stony corals, with strong 
lighting and vigorous currents. But 
many species will tolerate light levels 
at which you may struggle to maintain 
stony corals. Discosoma mushrooms 
can thrive under strong lighting if they 
have the right protective pigments in 
their body tissues but many do well 
under a couple of fl uorescent tubes. 

The general perception that soft 
corals and polyps are “easy” is a rather 
misleading term. Perhaps a better one 
would be “tolerant” — don’t assume 
poor husbandry will go unpunished. 
However, Heteroxenia and Xenia 
pulsing co rals seem to do rather better 
in tanks where nitrate levels are not 
maintained close to zero. Indeed, the 
ability of these corals to take up nitrate 
is embraced by some as a means to 
reduce levels of this inevitable product 
of biological fi ltration.

Type of zone:

STRONG ILLUMINATION 

STRONG FLOW

STRONG ILLUMINATION

LOW FLOW

LOW ILLUMINATION

STRONG FLOW

LOW ILLUMINATION

LOW FLOW

Suitable for:

Sarcophyton spp.   

(Toadstool leather corals)

Ricordea spp. (Mushroom polyps)  

Some Zoanthids

Pachyclavularia spp. (Star polyps) 

Sinularia dura (Soft coral)

Discosoma spp. (Mushrooms)

CORRECT CORAL PLACEMENT
Every reef aquarium has areas or ‘zones’ where lighting and water currents 
diff er. Chances of success are increased by placing your corals in the 
right zone. Use the table below as a guide.

Advantages of soft corals
●   Less demanding of high light intensity.
●   Less demanding of resources such as calcium 

 and carbonate.
●   More tolerant of fl uctuating water parameters.
●   Excellent choice for beginners.
●   Ideal for those on a tighter budget.
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Colt/Pussey coral
Scientifi c names: Klyxum spp. (Click-summ).

Size: Colonies not only grow but can also expand and stretch, 

such is the fl exibility of their bodies. This means that a specimen 

that appears rather manageable in the shop can seem to double in

size when added to another system. Growth is upwards and 

outwards like an ever-expanding candelabra.

Lifespan: Ten years or more. 

Temperament: Often referred to as a species of Cladiella but can

be separated from these by a 

predominantly brown colour (varying 

from pale cream to rich chocolate 

brown) to both body and polyps rather

than the snow-white base colour of the

latter. It is not strongly aggressive or 

noxious unless it comes into direct 

contact with more delicate species.

Availability: Excellent. 

Cost: Colonies from £20-40, 

depending on size and colour. 

Notes: Apparently tolerant of a wide 

range of water fl ows from rather low to

rather high. Polyp expansion can diff er

greatly in diff erent water movements 

and so, too, can the overall size of the 

colony. Allow space to expand and 

grow — cuttings can be taken but 

prove more tricky to anchor onto their

new substrate than leather corals. 

Leather fi nger/Cabbage/Cactus fi nger/
Medusa corals
Scientifi c names: Sinularia spp. (Sinn-you-lair-ee-ah).

Size: Over 1m both across and in height if left unchecked. Regular

pruning will be necessary. 

Lifespan: Ten years or more. 

Temperament: Sinularia soft corals contain complex 

hydrocarbons called terpenes which eff ectively render them 

distasteful to the majority of fi sh species in the aquarium. 

Terpenes may also adversely aff ect stony corals in close proximity

to them or in systems that are not protein skimmed. 

Availability: Excellent. 

Cost: Frags are available from a few pounds. Colonies will cost 

more with cultured specimens of fl uorescent green tending to 

command the highest prices. The “pulsing” Sinularia are very 

desirable and highly prized by aquarists.

Notes: This genus contains many soft coral favourites, including 

Medusa (S. fl exibilis), Cabbage (S. dura) and Cactus (S. brassica).

Check the more slimy members of this genus such as the Medusa

coral for signs of damage or necrosis, which is often accompanied

by black jelly-like deposits on the fl esh. Such corals can be 

salvaged but shouldn’t be bought until they have fully recovered. 

Toadstool leather corals
Scientifi c name: Sarcophyton spp. (Sark-oh-fi e-tonn).

Size: Depends on the species. The Yellow toadstool, Sarcophyton 

elegans, may only reach 20cm/8in across but larger species can 

reach at least double that. 

Lifespan: Ten years or more.

Temperament: These corals contain complex hydrocarbons 

called terpenes, making them distasteful to most fi sh, but also the 

potential to adversely eff ect nearby stony corals.

Availability: Excellent. 

Cost: Frags are available from just a few pounds. The yellow Fiji 

specimens and those with fl uorescent green polyps will cost more. 

Notes: Toadstool leather corals are attractive both in shape and 

for the presence of polyps that are moved about in the current. 

They are undoubtedly beautiful and pretty hardy given adequate 

fl ow to remove detritus from their upper surface. The greatest 

challenge is providing suffi  cient space long term. Pruning is an 

option and cuttings are relatively easy to take, although the parent 

colony may sulk for a period of time afterwards. 

Clove star 
polyp/Daisy 
polyps
Scientifi c names: 

Clavularia spp.; Knopia 

sp. (Klavv-you-lair-ee-ah, 

Nopp-ee-ah).

Size: Varies, depending 

on the size of rock 

they are imported or 

cultured onto. 

Lifespan: These polyps 

can live for many years if given a suitable environment. 

Temperament: Can spread quickly, which may be a good or a 

bad thing depending on your point of view and the ability of its 

neighbours to repel it. 

Availability: Excellent. 

Cost: Depends on size and colour. Metallic green Clavularia 

spp. usually command higher prices than brown or beige 

specimens. £20–£50. 

Notes: These are beautiful polyps that withdraw into a bulb-like 

sheath when not expanded — this separates them from the 

similar Anthelia, although both have similar requirements. None 

of these corals enjoy algal growth on or near them and so 

should be stocked when the aquarium has achieved stability 

and, ideally, low nutrient levels. Give them adequate lighting, 

moderate to good fl ow and space in which to expand. 

Choose your corals...

Colt corals can 
expand  to twice 

their apparent size.

Toadstool corals are 
aptly named.

These delicate-looking 
polyps can spread rapidly.

Cabbage coral.
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Pulse corals
Scientifi c names: Xenia and Heteroxenia spp. (Zee-nee-ah

and Het-er-oh-zee-nee-ah).

Size: Colonies encrust practically any available substrate 

and can drop polyps that remain viable and begin new 

colonies where they land. 

Lifespan: Short-lived if nutrients are lacking to sustain 

growth but otherwise can be maintained for many years. 

Temperament: Seen by some as invasive and by others as 

beautiful and desirable depending on experience and the 

species. Some appear to enjoy relatively high levels of 

nitrate or at least contribute to the maintenance of low 

nitrate levels through their growth. Will usually outcompete 

neighbours for substrate. 

Availability: Greatly improved in recent years with many 

aquarists propagating it and making frags available to 

fellow hobbyists and retailers. 

Cost: UK-cultured specimens from a few pounds. Those 

cultured abroad (typically Heteroxenia), will cost more.

Notes: These beautiful, graceful corals provide movement 

in two ways: the slender polyps wave in the current but the 

motion that gives them their common name is a 

contraction of the polyp itself. When conditions suit, often 

when water currents are reduced for a time, the corals will 

close rhythmically and regularly in a process that appears 

to facilitate gas exchange and therefore photosynthesis. 

Scientific names: Zoanthus spp,

Protopalythoa spp, Palythoa spp.

(Zoh-ann-thuss, Pro-toe-pal-ee-

thow-ah, Pal-ee-thow-ah).

Size: Varies depending on species

from less than 5mm/0.2in in

height and diameter to over

2.5cm/1in diameter and 5cm/2in

in height. Colonies can cover

large areas.

Lifespan: Ten years or more.

Temperament: Some species are

rather aggressive but this is easily

avoided by regular pruning and

allowing space to expand. Choose

tolerant neighbours.

Availability: Excellent.

Cost: Frags from a few pounds.

Rarer colours can command

tens, even hundreds, of pounds

per polyp.

Notes: These have become hugely

popular over recent years not least

because of the increasing

availability of some stunningly

coloured and patterned polyp

morphs, some of which cost

£100s. Generally speaking, these

are undemanding colonial polyps

that enjoy moderate to good flow

rates. Treat newly acquired

specimens to a purpose

formulated coral dip as nuisance

nudibranchs are often found on

wild-collected or farmed colonies.

Mushroom polyps

Button polyps/Zoa/Giant button polyps

Scientific names: Discosoma,

Rhodactis, Ricordea spp. (Diss-ko-

sow-mah , Row-dack-tiss,

Reye-kord-ee-ah).

Size: Individual polyps can reach

10-12cm/4.4.8in diameter depending 

on conditions, e.g. Discosoma spp. 

maintained in low water movement 

areas will usually expand much more 

than those in higher fl ow areas. 

Lifespan: Many years. 

Temperament: Discosoma can be

kept together and also mixed with

Rhodactis and Ricordea spp. with few

issues. However, mushrooms can

damage neighbours on contact,

particularly stony species and, given

their ability to reproduce asexually

and increase in individual size,

should be allowed space. 

Availability: Excellent.

Cost: From a couple of pounds

apiece up to almost £100 for

stunning specimens of Ricordea

yuma and R. florida.

Notes: Discosoma spp. tend to be 

the most tolerant of low water 

movement, low light and high 

nutrient levels. Ricordea have a more 

knobbly appearance and the 

Indo-Pacifi c R. yuma can demand 

significantly more light than other

mushroom anemones. Rhodactis

spp. have a furry appearance due to

short pseudotentacles, the length of

which can give an indication of how

much flow the species requires. For

example, the exquisite pink and

green R. indosinensis can handle far

higher fl ow rates than R. mussoides. 

Discosoma is ideal for 
lower light levels.

Ricordea fl orida.

Rhodactis 

‘bullseye’ mushroom.

Brightly coloured 
zoas have become 
highly collectable. 

Protopalythoa 
polyps.

Pulse corals are thought to do 
better in tanks where there is 

at least some nitrate.
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Firefish

Pearlscale butterfl yfi sh
Scientifi c Name: Chaetodon xanthurus (Key-tow-

donn zanth-your-uss).

Size: 14cm/5.6in, often smaller in the aquarium.

Lifespan: Five years or more. 

Temperament: Generally peaceful but can become

a little territorial towards other butterfl yfi sh or

similarly coloured species. However, this 

territoriality is an order of magnitude below that of

tangs or even dwarf angelfi sh, so stock it before

more aggressive species. 

Availability: Good. 

Cost: £20–40. 

Notes: Creating a soft coral rich aquarium can be

an excellent opportunity to embrace some of the

species that can be a little nippy when it comes to

stony corals. The Pearlscale butterfl yfi sh will usually

ignore leather corals, star polyps and pulse corals.

While many appear uninterested in zoanthid polyps,

in my experience if they are going to nip anything it

is these they will target. 

Flame angelfi sh
Scientifi c names: Centropyge loriculus 

(Senn-trow-pye-gee Law-rick-you-luss).

Size: 10–12cm/4–4.8in. 

Lifespan: Over ten years is possible. 

Temperament: Pugnacious and 

streetwise dwarf angelfi sh can usually 

look after themselves even when stocked 

with larger territorial species. However, in 

order to maintain a peaceful aquarium 

stock them after more timid species. Only 

one male per aquarium. 

Availability: Excellent. 

Cost: £50 or more.

Notes: Soft coral and polyp dominated 

tanks are the realm of the dwarf angelfi sh, 

which tend to be partial to nibbling at 

stony corals, particularly LPS. They can 

be a little territorial and so should not be 

the fi rst introductions into the aquarium 

unless even more potentially territorial 

species are to be stocked later. It is 

possible to mix species of dwarf angelfi sh 

but always with care. As an example, the 

Flame angel and Coral beauty are 

frequently tolerant of each other when 

kept in the same aquarium. 

Now choose your fi sh...
Many fi sh species considered not to be generally “reef safe” can work rather well if 
stocked with the right blend of soft corals and/or colonial polyps. Where space 
allows, many of the juvenile true angelfi sh species such as the Majestic, 
Pomacanthus navarchus and Regal, Pygoplites diacanthus, can be stocked in soft 
coral aquaria with a degree of confi dence. If corals are particularly rich in terpene 
content — such as the toadstool leather corals —  even the permanently ravenous 
Emperor angelfi sh could be trusted to leave them alone.

Scientifi c name: Nemateleotris spp. (Neem-

ah-tell-ee-oh-triss).

Size: 8–10cm/3.2–4in. 

Lifespan: Five years or more.

Temperament: Generally peaceful but 

intraspecifi c territoriality common. Sometimes 

intolerant of similar, equally timid species. 

Availability: Very good.

Cost: £20 to £100+, depending on species. 

Notes: Dartfi sh can be highly strung little fi sh 

that appear to be intimidated by practically 

anything, resulting in them hiding away for 

extended periods. Much of this apparent 

shyness can actually be explained by 

interspecifi c aggression and the diffi  culties in 

identifying male-female pairs. A little close 

observation of individuals in dealers’ aquaria 

often reveals the presence of a pair and these 

are likely to present fewer issues than two 

randomly selected fi sh. We see four species of 

Nemateleotris in the hobby: the Purple fi refi sh, 

N. decora and N. exquisita; N. magnifi ca, the 

Flame or Indian Ocean fi refi sh, and N. helfrichi, 

the Lavender fi refi sh — a stunning deeper-

water fi sh with a high price tag. Provided they 

are well rested and feeding before purchase, 

they should all prove equally hardy. The main 

issue with fi refi sh is their ability not only to 

jump but also to fi nd the one impossibly small 

aperture through which to make their escape.
LPS-nibbling Flame angels 

are fi ne with soft corals.

If there’s a gap in your 
tank cover, fi refi sh are 
guaranteed to fi nd it... 

Pearscale butterfl ies 
can usually be trusted 
with soft corals.
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Valentini puff erfish
Scientifi c name: Canthigaster valentini (Kann-thee-gass-ter

vall-enn-tee-nee).

Size: 11cm/4.2in for a mature male; females smaller. 

Lifespan: Five years or so.

Temperament: Generally very peaceful. May occasionally nip at 

other fi sh, particularly those with long, trailing fi ns. Males may 

bother smaller females, where present, from time to time but this 

is usually short-lived. 

Availability: Very good.

Cost: £18–30 depending upon size. 

Notes: Sharpnose puff ers from the genus Canthigaster are 

endearing, robust little fi sh with modest maximum sizes, making 

them ideal for inclusion in many aquaria where small non-cleaner 

type shrimp are absent. This species often behaves itself with 

stony corals but is better in a set-up dominated by soft corals, 

where the occasional exploratory nibble causes less damage.

Possum wrasse
Scientific name: Wetmorella nigropinnata

(Wet-moor-ell-ah nigh-grow-pinn-ah-tah).

Size: 4–6cm/1.6–2.2in depending on age and sex.

Lifespan: Four years or more..

Temperament: Very peaceful.

Availability: Good.

Cost: £25–40. 

Notes: Even in tanks with open rock structures, 

expansion and growth of sessile invertebrates 

leads to shaded areas, overhangs and cave-like 

recesses that suit these small wrasse. While not 

the most visible of species, the Possum wrasse 

will reward you with behaviour as close to the wild 

as possible. It feeds on small invertebrates such

as copepods and amphipods, so readily adapts to

Mysis or brine shrimp diets. Separating the sexes

is relatively easy, so it’s possible to keep a pair.

Yellow tang 
Scientifi c name: Zebrasoma fl avescens (Zebb-rah-sow-mah 

fl ave-ess-enns).

Size: 12–15cm/4.8–6in typical aquarium size potential. 

Lifespan: Over ten years is possible.

Temperament: Territorial, but harassment of new additions 

frequently eases over time, sometimes within a few hours. 

However, it is best stocked after less boisterous species. 

Availability: Very good. 

Cost: £35 to £75 depending on size and provenance.

Notes: The Yellow tang is attractive, colourful and useful. The

latter characteristic is the reason for its inclusion here, as this is a

fish not limited to soft coral tanks — it’s usually trustworthy with

all sessile inverts. Zebrasoma tangs graze on macroalgae such as

Caulerpa and can help prevent nuisance filamentous algae.

Next issue... Advice on stocking

an LPS-dominated reef set-up.

Scientific name: Amphiprion and

Premnas spp. (Amm-fee-pry-onn and

Premm-nass).

Size: Up to 18cm/7.2in for larger

species like the Maroon anemonefish,

Premnas biaculeatus. Try and choose

suitably sized species for your tank. 

Lifespan: 20 years plus. 

Temperament: From relatively 

peaceful to downright belligerent. 

Availability: Excellent. 

Cost: Depends upon species/variety. 

From less than £20 to over £200.

Notes: The ability of anemonefi sh to 

adopt corals to act as a surrogate

anemone is widely known. There are

many stony species of coral that may

be used as a “home” by these fish too

but, in general, there is less potential

harm to be done to a soft coral or polyp

than when a stony coral is adopted.

There may be some polyp retraction for

a while, but this is often short-term and 

soon the coral is behaving as if there 

were no fi sh in residence. I’ve seen 

clownfi sh hosted by Sarcophyton 

leather corals, Kylxum fi nger corals , 

Sinularia fi nger corals, Rhodactis 

mushrooms, Xenia pulse corals, and 

even Zoanthus polyps. 

Anemone fish

Yellow tangs can help
keep problem algae 
under control.

Leave out small shrimp and this 
puff er will be a characterful fi sh 

for your soft coral system.

The beautiful Maroon 
anemonefi sh is one of 

the larger species.

Possum wrasse enjoy 
shaded areas.
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F
ishkeepers the world over
struck gold with the
introduction of the small
colourful rock dwelling

cichlids from East Africa’s Lake Malawi.
The mbuna as they are known
(pronounced mmm-boon-a or mu-
boon-a,) are hardy, easy to keep, easy to
breed, and widely available.

One qualification any aquarium fish
needs to become really popular is colour,
and mbuna deliver this in swathes.
Yellow and orange are common mbuna
colours but importantly, and rarely for
any wild-type tropical fish is blue, and
this is where the mbuna excel, with
literally hundreds of bright blue species,
which have tricked many an onlooker
into thinking these totally freshwater
fish are in fact marine.

Next is the number of species you can
keep together. No other aquarium is
capable of holding as many different
species of fish per volume as a Malawi
cichlid tank. An average mbuna
community could hold 30 different

The mbuna keeper’s

Mbuna are colourful, hardy and easy to breed. 
But they’re also highly territorial, so 
get things wrong and you could 
have a blood bath. Here’s how 
to avoid a rocky horror…
WORDS: JEREMY GAY

species — a large tank 50 
or more. You wouldn’t be 
able to keep 30 Central 
American species in one tank 
— it would be chaos — and even a 
community tank of fi sh from many 
diff erent, very varied genera would 
struggle to hold that many because so 
many species need to be kept in groups of 
their own kind. This all adds to the 
overall appeal of mbuna.

Mbuna in nature
To keep mbuna at their best we must 
fi rst look at how and where they live in 
nature. Mbuna are endemic to Lake 
Malawi in Africa’s Great Rift Valley — a 
3,700-mile long trench created by the 
African tectonic plate tearing apart. 
Malawi is a gigantic crevice. It fi lled with 
river water and fi sh — and these then 
changed, evolved and adapted to suit 
their new, lacustrine environment.

And it’s big. Malawi is the ninth largest 
lake in the world and the second deepest, 
at 706m. Its 360 miles long, 50 miles 

wide and some 11,000 square miles in 
area. That’s bigger than Wales…

A lake of that size comes complete with 
waves, rocky cliff s and sandy beaches. 
Tales abound of early explorers 
mistaking it for an ocean, which let’s face 
it, you would.

Cichlids entered Malawi via its 
tributaries, with two tribes — the 
tilapiines and the haplochromines — 
taking up permanent residence there. 
Things got interesting for the 
haplochromines however, which went 
through “adaptive radiation” and today 
comprise around 1,000 species, which is 
about as many as live in the whole of the 
North Atlantic! This was great news for 
human populations who could then fi sh 
the lake for food, scientists who could 
study evolution — and us fi shkeepers, 
who get to marvel over Malawi’s 
bountiful beauty in our home aquariums.

So think freshwater reef fi sh and you 
would be about right, as the colourful 
yellow and blue mbuna we keep bask in 
the clear blue, sunlit waters and live 
in and around the rocky outcrops. 
Cichlid paradise!

Mbuna on Minos Reef, 
Lake Malawi.
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 GUIDE
Cichlids

WHERE ARE 
THEY FROM?

Mbuna are 
rock-dwelling 
cichlids from
Lake Malawi
in east Africa.Cynotilapia afra has the 

classic blue vertical bars.
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Mbuna fry are large
by fish standards.

This is a juvenile T. chilumba,
changing to the male colouration.

You can really go to town on the 
mix of fi sh in a mbuna set-up, 
but ensure there are at least two 
females for every male.

The blue Tropheops 

chilumba male.

Tropheops chilumba female — 
juveniles and females are all 
yellow in colour, males are blue.

Maternal mouthbrooders
But the fascination doesn’t stop there, as 
the mbuna deliver a double whammy of 
appeal by way of how they breed. All the 
mbuna, and all the other haplochromines in 
Lake Malawi are maternal mouthbrooders, 
meaning that they lay eggs, which are then 
taken into the female’s mouth where they 
are incubated, hatched, and then fi nally spat 
out as fully formed fry.

This paid dividends for the early cichlid 
colonisers of the lake bed as even breeding 
females were not tied down to any one 

small patch for a month at a time and 
instead could be upwardly mobile, go forth 
and colonise. The uninitiated wouldn’t 
know that a female was with eggs or fry at 
all, and the males didn’t have to turn into 
giants who would then have to defend the 
fry against all comers, whether fi sh, bird 
or reptile.

Keep mature males and females together 
in the home aquarium and they will 
breed. And for many mbuna keepers the 
progeny can provide a useful supplemental 
revenue stream.

Keeping them at home
The good news about mbuna is that although 
there are so many species, they can all be 
kept in exactly the same way, eat exactly the 
same food, and once you have  conquered 
keeping them for the fi rst time you can 
pretty much keep any of them, as long as you 
observe the fundamentals.

Coming from such a large lake, the mbuna 
are used to clean, clear water, which is free of 
pollutants and rich in oxygen. In the 
aquarium this means they need lots of 
mechanical and biological fi ltration, plenty 
of water changes to keep nitrate at low levels 
and extra aeration by way of an airstone or 
Venturi outlet on a fi lter.

Next is the chemistry of the water. All that 
tectonic plate activity under the lake has 
meant that Malawi is very rich in minerals, 
which give it a high pH, KH (carbonate 
hardness,) and GH (general hardness). 
Those with scaled-up kettles and hard 
tapwater will do really well with mbuna 
— these aren’t fi sh for soft, acidic water 
conditions. So it’s no to reverse osmosis 
water without adequate amounts of Malawi 
cichlid salts fi rst being added, and decor 
should include calcareous, lime-based decor 
or fi lter media to keep those minerals high 
and pH, KH and GH buff ered.

Tank size
In the wild mbuna rarely top 7.5–10cm/3–
4in total length but fed rich foods in the 
aquarium they can reach 12.5–15cm/5–6in. 
They are aggressive and territorial and you 
need to keep lots of them, so a large tank is 
a must. 

To start right with mbuna a 120cm/4ft 
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Cichlids

tank or larger is best. Yes, breeders and the
shops keep them in much smaller set-ups
but this ability comes with experience, and
it’s far from ideal. Some species are classed
more as dwarf mbuna, and these might do
well in a tank of 90–100cm/36–40in, but
even then a taller, wider tank with a volume
upwards of 180 l/40 gal is best.

When creating a home for mbuna, try to
replicate the lake environment — deep and
wide. A 120 x 60 x 60cm/48 x 24 x 24in
tank will be much more conducive to the
lake effect than a 120 x 30 x 30cm/48 x 12 x
12in aquarium, which holds far less water
and is much better suited to replicating a
small, shallow stream.   

Species selection
Getting started with mbuna can be
somewhat of a trap for the uninitiated, as
many of the most widely available species
are the least suitable for the novice.

Melanochromis auratus is probably the
most widely available, with juveniles
displaying attractive humbug patterning. It
must be said that this is a very hardy,

durable species — but it is also one of the
most aggressive and will quickly dominate,
then terrorise a new, sparsely populated
tank. Males and females become duller and
more dirtier-marked too, losing much of the
bright striping.

A first foray into blue fish can also be folly,
with Pseudotropheus socolofi being an
attractive powder blue colour, but becoming
aggressive and quite large with age, while
Metriaclima lombardoi starts life with blue
vertical banding on both sexes, the males
developing a lovely bronzy yellow as they
mature — along with a foul temper! Add a
few unidentified hybrids and you can soon
end up with an aggressive, nasty set-up,
which is anything but relaxing to watch.

Seek out a cichlid specialist who will have
more species and better labelling. There
you will be able to buy bright yellow but
mild-tempered Labidochromis caeruleus
and dark blue but small in size and temper,
Melanochromis cyaneorhabdos. You can
also add a group of lilac-coloured
Pseudotropheus acei — the least mbuna-like
mbuna of all, being generally placid.

O  Hard, alkaline water —pH upwards of 7.5; temperature 24–26°C/75–79°F.

O  Well-filtered water — zero ammonia and nitrite; nitrate should be below 40ppm.

O  Well-oxygenated water — add extra aeration with an airstone or Venturi.

O  A large tank — 180 l/40 gal minimum, but ideally 240 l/53 gal or more.

O  Lime based decor — to aid pH buffering.

O  Rocks — provide lots of them to offer territories and hiding places.

O  Overcrowding — 20-plus fish in every community.

O  The right food — offer an algae-based diet aimed at herbivores.

8 essentials for success with mbuna

O Pseudotropheus acei.

OMelanochromis joanjohnsonae.

O Labidochromis caeruleus. 

O Labidochromis freibergi.

O Melanochromis dialeptos.

O Pseudotropheus livingstonii.

O Tropheops chilumba.

Try these instead:

OMelanochromis auratus.

O Pseudotropheus socolofi.

O Labeotropheus fuelleborni.

These fish are best avoided by the

novice mbuna keeper:

OMetriaclima crabro.

OMetriaclima lombardoi.

OMetriaclima greshakei.

OMelanochromis cyaneorhabdos.

O Labidochromis perlmutt.

O Pseudotropheus perspicax.

Large aggressive species

Smaller, less aggressive
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The underslung 
mouths of 
Labeotropheus are 
perfect for feeding 
on algae growths.

Tropheopsare underrated, subtly coloured
and generally well behaved mbuna, which
inhabit the shallows and graze algae. Some
are quite collectable and any shop holding
several species such asT.chilumba,
macropthalmus,microstomaand sp. ‘red
cheek’ are definitely worth their cichlid salt.

And if you want to break up the bright
blues and yellows, how about a bit of
brown? Look out for the subtle beauty of
Pseudotropheuselongatus ‘chailosi’ or
Cynotilapiasp. ‘Lion’.

Anger management
Male and female mbuna don’t form mated
pairs, and that does mean that male mbuna
can be troublesome. To put it simply, every
male mbuna wants nothing more than to be
the only male haplochromine in the whole
of Lake Malawi — or better still, the
whole of the world.

Males want to adorn themselves in the
brightest colours and live over the best real
estate, and their idea of heaven is to be
visited every ten minutes of every day by a

female looking for a casual fl ing and who 
then disappears, never to be seen again!

Hell for a male mbuna is to be surrounded 
by other males — other better looking, more 
masculine males — who then eat their food, 
take up residence in their space and worst 
of all, take all their women. This results in a 
typical male response — fi ghting — and 
females who don’t know when to leave will 
get battered, too. If you’re 7.5cm/3in long 
and aquatic, never get within a few metres 
of a male mbuna with a rage on. It will hurt!

But of course the problem here is that 
most of our tanks are only a metre long — 
maybe a metre and half at best — so with 
what we now know about mbuna 
psychology, we can see that we have an 
anger management problem that needs to 
be addressed. Rival males and non-sexual 
females will always be in the vicinity of 
dominant, sexually charged males, so it’s 
how we deal with it which will make or 
break your mbuna “community”.

The fi rst thing to consider is decor. In 
Malawi the rocks where mbuna are found 

would need moving with a JCB, but we can 
use lots of smaller rocks, say 15cm/6in 
across, in piles in the aquarium. A rock gives 
a male something to call his own, 
somewhere to feed and breed — and if you 
use limestone rock it will even buff er your 
water and help to make it hard. 

Pile the rocks together and females, fry 
and subdominant males can take shelter in 
the crevices and get out of the line of sight 
of the aggressive male. He won’t attack 
them if he doesn’t know they are there.

Next, pile rocks high to further obscure 
the line of sight across the aquarium. Make 
a visual barrier and two males will separate 
and coexist, each defending his own tiny 
territory. Add lots and lots of rocks and you 
can keep even more males in this way.

The next line of defence is to overstock. 
You have lots of fi ltration and lots of 
aeration, so go wild (fi lter bacteria levels 
permitting), and quickly build up a high 
number of similarly sized, similarly aged 
(ideally young, sub 5cm/2in fi sh). Twenty 
individuals should be seen as an absolute 

Don’t let them hybridise!
Mbuna will hybridise in the aquarium,

and for the sake of other mbuna buyers,

this should not be encouraged. Don’t

keep females without a male of their own

species in the community and if fry are

suspected to be of hybrid origin, don’t

spread them in the hobby. Although

exciting to some, a new species won’t be

created in this way. Instead, that world

record breaking cichlid diversity will be

watered down and diminished — and

those unique colours, patterns and

specialisations will disappear.

A male mbuna’s 
idea of heaven is to 
be visited every ten 
minutes of every 
day by a female 
looking for a casual 
fl ing — who then 
disappears, never 
to be seen again!
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A pair of Pseudotropheus 

saulosi — the female is 
in the foreground.

Cichlids

The magnifi cent seven
Here are some of the most colourful, crowd-pleasing mbuna: 

Metriaclima pulpican — a barred

zebra-like species.

Labidochromis caeruleus yellow

— bright yellow males, females and fry.

Metriaclima estherae — orange females, powder blue males, and orange blotch (OB)

males and females.

Orange blotch (OB) zebras — a calico

shubunkin-like, naturally occurring colour.

Pseudotropheus elongatus ‘Mphanga’

— small but feisty; stripy and colourful.

Cynotilapia afra — classic dark blue

vertical bars with bright heads and

dorsal fins.

True Metriaclima zebra and similar

species — males display vertical barring

which give the zebra complex their name.

minimum, but 30 or 40 is even better. Grow 
them up in a crowded situation where they 
all know one other and anger can be 
managed. Outnumber a male of each 
species by at least two females, so that one 
poor female doesn’t get singled out and 
harassed. Or don’t have any females at all 
— but you’ll miss out on the joys of breeding. 

Like a cockerel with a group of hens, the 
one thing that’s really going to wind up your 
male is another male of his own size and 
kind. He’ll fi ght to the death to protect what 
is his, so a newly introduced, disorientated 
male will always come off  worst. Passing on 
one’s bloodline overpowers every other 
emotion or driver in nature.

Overstock and the aggressive male can’t 
spend too long away from his rock chasing 
other fi sh, as another fi sh could take up 
residence while he is away (or so he thinks). 
And that’s how Malawi mbuna tanks work.

Feed with care
In nature, mbuna feed on aufwuchs (a 
German word, meaning surface growth). 
This growth on the rocks consists of short 
strands of algae, biofi lms and the tiny 
critters living within it. At certain times of 
year mbuna will also graze on zooplankton 
blooms higher up in the water, and massive 
scale midge hatches which rise up hundreds 
of metres above the lake like huge plumes of 
smoke as they hatch and mate.

For the Malawi cichlid geeks it’s the subtle 
specialisation of the 1,000 species when 
times are tough and food lean, which is so 
fascinating. Like zebra and wildebeest on 
the savannah, which coexist by each eating 
diff erent lengths of grasses, the mbuna do 
so by eating diff erent lengths of aufwuchs, 
and grazing it in diff erent ways. The 
underslung mouths of the Labeotropheus 
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allow those fi sh to access and rip off  the best 
algae growths in choppy water with very 
little levering, keeping their bodies fl at 
against the rocks as they do so. But the more 
insectivorous Labidochromis have to turn 
their bodies head fi rst, at 90° to a fl at 
surface, and then expend more energy 
ripping at the algae.

So, in the lean times, each species uses its 
specialisation, be it for eating short algae, 
long algae, invertebrates, insect larvae, eggs, 
scales or even fry — that’s why there are so 
many diff erent species in Lake Malawi 
rather than millions of individuals of just 
one or two species.

In the aquarium, these specialisations are 
virtually never called upon, so mbuna grow 
big and fat on rich diets and regular feeds. 

This gives rise to so-called “Malawi bloat”, 
although many other underlying factors 
probably also contribute to the disease. In a 
mbuna with bloat, the neck and stomach 
become swollen and fi rm to the touch; the 
eyes pop slightly. It’s almost always fatal.

Popular advice is to avoid rich foods 
aimed at South American carnivorous 
cichlids and instead off er mbuna specifi c 
diets, which contain lots of algae, vegetable 
matter, and low animal protein. Frozen 
bloodworm is also attributed to causing 
bloat, although it is actually very low in 
protein and instead high in chitin, and 
mostly water.

Leave off  feeding for one day a week and 
your mbuna will take to the rocks, cleaning 
up algae and clearing out their systems.
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HOT STUFF

HIGH SPIRITS

2Gold nugget plec
Scientific name:

Baryancistrus xanthellus

(Barry-an-sis-truss

zan-thel-us).

Origin: Rio Xingu and 

Iriri, Brazil.

Size: To 22cm/8.6in.

Tank size: Minimum 120 x 

45cm/48 x 18in.

Water chemistry: Slightly 

acidic to slightly base; pH 

6.4–7.6, hardness 2–14°H.

Temperature: 27–32°C/

80.6–89.6°F.

Feeding: Omnivore eating 

some algae and inverts. Off er 

Repashy gel foods.

Notes: Territorial with other 

cats, aggressive with other 

nuggets. Will leave plants 

alone in a planted layout. 

3Sunshine plec
Scientifi c name: 

Scobinancistrus aureatus 

(Scoh-bin-an-sis-truss 

or-ee-ate-us).

Origin: Rio Xingu, Brazil.

Size: To 30cm/12in.

Tank size: 180 x 60cm/

60 x 24in.

Water chemistry: Soft 

acidic to neutral water; pH 

5.8–7.2, hardness 2–14°H.

Temperature: 25–29°C/

77–84.2°F.

Feeding: Omnivore, off er 

prawns, mussels and fi sh 

pieces, as well as fruit and 

veg with the skin on.

Notes: Big and robust, and 

retains gorgeous markings 

into adulthood. Excellent 

in a tank with other large 

fi sh such as South 

American cichlids. 

1Zebra plec
Scientific name: Hypancistrus

zebra (High-pan-sis-truss

zeb-ra).

Origin: Endemic to the Rio 

Xingu, Brazil.

Size: To 8cm/3.1in.

Tank size: Minimum 60 x 

30cm/24 x 12in.

Water chemistry: Soft acidic to 

slightly base water; pH 6.0–7.5, 

hardness 2–16°H.

Temperature: 26–30°C/

78.8–86°F.

Feeding: Carnivorous fish that 

enjoys bloodworms, brine shrimp 

and even Daphnia.

Notes: Despite being threatened 

by dam construction, wild caught 

fi sh off ered in the UK will have 

been illegally caught and 

smuggled out via other countries. 

Tank bred/farmed fi sh are 

available and completely legal. 

4Blue 
phantom plec

Scientifi c name: 

Hemiancistrus sp. L128 

(Hem-ee-an-sis-truss).

Origin: Rio Orinoco, 

Venezuela.

Size: To 18cm/7.1in.

Tank size: 120 x 30cm/

48 x 12in.

Water chemistry: Soft 

acidic to neutral water; pH 

6.0–7.0, hardness 2–12°H.

Temperature: 

22–30°C/71.6–86°F.

Feeding: Omnivore, off er 

tablets, gel foods, 

vegetables and frozen 

bloodworm.

Notes: Works surprisingly 

well in a peaceful, slightly 

acidic community tank, 

though can take a while to 

acclimate to a new set-up. 

of the most 
desired plecs
Far from cheap, not always readily available and sometimes 
difficult to keep, aquarists just love those suckermouths. Here 
are some of the species that breeders and collectors adore.
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48



www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

Catfi sh

BIG BLUE EYES

ROYAL CAT

MAKE MY DAY...

VERY VEGGIE

BABE IN THE WOOD

9Magnum plec
Scientifi c name: 

Baryancistrus chrysolomus 

(Barry-an-sis-truss cry-so-

low-muss).

Origin: Rio Xingu, Brazil.

Size: 22cm/8.7in.

Tank size: 120 x 45cm/

48 x 18in.

Water chemistry: Slightly 

acidic to slightly alkaline; pH 

6.5–7.5, hardness 4–15°H.

Temperature: 26–29°C/

78.8–84.2°F.

Feeding: Omnivore, ensure 

algae growth but add veg like 

courgette and sweet potato.

Notes: Not as common as it 

used to be, most likely due to 

the lack of successful breeding 

eff orts. Juveniles more 

contrasted than the adults. 

5Royal plec
Scientifi c name: Panaque 

nigrolineatus (Pan-ak-ay 

nig-row-lin-ee-ah-tuss).

Origin: Colombia, Venezuela, 

South Central Amazon Basin.

Size: To 35cm/13.8in.

Tank size: 180 x 60cm/

60 x 24in.

Water chemistry: Slightly 

acidic to slightly alkaline; pH 

6.5–7.5, hardness 4–15°H.

Temperature: 22–30°C/

71.6–86°F.

Feeding: Veg, veg and more 

veg. Off er greens, peas, and 

fruit. Ensure there’s wood in the 

tank for them to graze on. 

Notes: There are many 

varieties with subtle 

diff erences between them. 

Whichever one you get, 

expect someone to dispute 

its identity.

6Flash plec 

Scientifi c name: Panaque albivermis (Pan-ak-ay al-bee-verm-iss).

Origin: Rio Alejandro, Peru.

Size: 13cm/5.1in.

Tank size: 90 x 30cm/36 x 12in.

Water chemistry: Acidic to alkaline water; pH 6.6–8.4, hardness 4–18°H.

Temperature: 25–30°C/77–86°F.

Feeding: Xylivore (wood eater), ensure wood is always present in tanks, 

along with off ered vegetable fare.

Notes: Frequently misfed, these plecs go very well in a set-up with 

South American tetra, but they can become more territorial as 

they mature.

7Colombian 
blue-eyed plec

Scientifi c name: Panaque cf. 

cochliodon (Pan-ak-ay cok-

lee-oh-don).

Origin: Magdalena and Cauca 

basins, Colombia.

Size: 28cm/11in.

Tank size: 180 x 60cm/60 x 24in.

Water chemistry: Soft, acidic 

to neutral water; pH 6.0–7.4, 

4–14°H.

Temperature: 20–24°C/

68–75.2°F.

Feeding: Xylivore (wood eater), 

ensure wood is always present in 

tanks, along with off ered 

vegetable fare and occasional 

meaty treats like prawn.

Notes: Rarer than an uncooked 

steak, if you fi nd one in the UK 

you’ll be one of a small handful 

of people to ever see these fi sh in 

the fl esh.

8King tiger plec
Scientifi c name: 

Hypancistrus sp. L066 

(High-pan-sis-truss).

Origin: Xingu, Brazil.

Size: 12cm/4.7in.

Tank size: 90 x 30cm/

36 x 12in.

Water chemistry: Very soft 

acidic to neutral water; pH 

5.8–6.9, hardness 2-8°H.

Temperature: 25–29°C/

 77–84.2°F.

Feeding: Carnivorous, off er 

plenty of bloodworm and 

prawn, as well as carnivore 

tablets and pellets.

Notes: Prone to being 

confused with other species, 

you get a very pleasant fi sh 

for not too absurd a price. 

A real keeper.
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A tank in a living room can be surrounded 
by hazards. Minimise the risk to your fish by 
knowing the everyday chemicals that can kill.

WORDS AND PICTURES: NATHAN HILL

CIGARETTES

SPEAK RS

FLY REPELLENTS

HAND SOAPS

PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING

T
oday, somewhere in the 
world, someone will be 
looking at a tank full of dead 
fi sh and scratching their 

head, unable to ascertain why. 
It might be something catastrophic 

that’s happened in the tank, a crash of 
the fi lter, or the result of a stuck, 
overzealous heater. 

A lot of mysterious deaths are never 
solved, because hobbyists focus solely 
on what’s going on in the tank, and not 
what’s happening around it. The 
problem is, extraneous factors can be 
just as – if not more – deadly than 
anything that happens within. 

If you weren’t aware of the outside 
infl uences that can cause a wipe out, 
then now’s the time to learn. You might 
be closer to devastation than you think. 

Toxic
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Back to basics 
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The air we breatheNoise pollution

Contact poisons
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PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING

Speakers can
cause acute or
chronic stress.

Many domestics are
lethal to fish.

Even a quick
vacuum can
frighten fish.

Kind on skin,
lethal to fish.

If it’s airborne, 
it’s in the tank.

Not the obvious problem that people imagine it to be, but sound 

can cause acute or chronic stress in fi sh, weakening their 

immune systems and leaving them wide open to infection. In 

extreme cases, a sudden, loud noise can be enough to shock a 

fi sh into an abrupt and immediate death.

Anything that impacts against a tank has the power to kill. Fish 

partially detect the world around them through their lateral line 

system, a sensory accessory that lets them detect the tiniest of 

changes in water pressure. Subjecting them to a sudden shock 

like a slap against the glass is the fi shy equivalent of me fi ring a 

shotgun right by a person’s head. Children are among the worst 

culprits for tank slapping (which is why you hear so many of 

them being told off  in aquatic stores), but pets and slamming 

doors can be just as bad. 

The rumbling bass notes of a loud TV or stereo are enough to 

drive terror into most fi sh, so any tank situated by a speaker is 

prone to problems. Try to keep the home cinema and the 

aquarium in separate living quarters. 

The oxygen in your tank comes 

from the air around it. 

Subsequently anything in the air 

nearby can get into the water and 

cause problems. 

Worse still, water is great at 

attracting airborne pollutants, 

and collecting and concentrating 

them. Your lounge might be an 

atmospheric soup of chemicals, 

and if it is, then it’s a safe bet 

that the levels in the water are 

even higher!

Some day-to-day chemicals are 

worse than others, and some (if 

you read the packaging) will even 

point out that they’re not safe to 

use in the vicinity of fi sh tanks. If 

they do, then take their advice.

Fleaspray is lethal to fi sh. An 

active ingredient — permethrin or 

pyrethrin — is one of the most 

potent fi sh killers you’ll fi nd (and 

it’s not great for humans either). 

Any recently sprayed pets should 

be kept well away from even the 

rooms where fi sh tanks reside. 

Air fresheners are all too often 

little bundles of death where fi sh 

are concerned. The very 

chemicals that bring fresh smells 

are frequently toxic to fi sh at even 

low doses. Spray fresheners can 

provide sudden acute poisoning, 

while slow release plug-in 

fresheners release chemicals that 

gradually accumulate. If the 

packaging doesn’t claim it’s safe 

with fi sh, then assume it isn’t. 

Cigarette smoke is heaving with 

toxic nicotine, and though I’ve 

found nothing to verify it, I 

imagine that e-cigs could do     

the same. Some fi sh can be 

surprisingly tolerant (like 

goldfi sh) while marines are 

incredibly fragile. I’ve seen a 

whole reef tank wiped out 

Hand soap and hand sanitising 

gels are great for hygiene, but it’s 

essential you use them after 

going into the tank, not before. 

I’ve even known aquaria wiped 

out by people who had been 

doing the dishes and still had 

soap residue on their skin. 

If you use the same bucket to 

clean the car, windows, fl oor and 

aquarium, you’re asking for 

trouble from the cocktail of 

deadly chemicals clinging to the 

bucket’s sides — even if you rinse 

it out. 

Insecticides may be less of an 

issue for fi sh, but outright lethal 

to inverts like shrimps. To leave 

by a single cigar before. 

Deodorants and perfumes are 

the reasons that many tanks in 

adolescents’ bedrooms can fail. 

Always spray them in a diff erent 

room to your tank, and if 

perfume has been applied to 

wrists, then keep your hands out 

of the tank. 
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The Polyfilter is a
must-have cure for a

hundred woes.This is the
super-sized breeder’s pack.

Don’t spray
polish about!

A freshly sprayed 
cat is a walking 
death machine!

Back to basics

If you don’t know the mantra already, then recite it until it’s 

fi rmly in there. “The solution to pollution is dilution!” Now say it 

fi fty times in a row.

Water changes are essential in suspected poisoning cases. The 

sooner you can dilute down the off ending chemical, the better. 

In mild cases, a course of 20% daily changes over a week will 

help, while outright emergencies may require 50% or more of 

the water in one go. There are no hard and fast rules, but 

remember that if you take out more then you also risk upsetting 

the fi lter.

Some media will help, especially carbon. For a quick removal 

of many unknowns, keep an Arcadia Polyfi lter handy. They’re not 

cheap, and they’re quite short lived, but they can be the 

diff erence between dead fi sh and live ones in a crisis. 

Of course, the best thing is to not poison your fi sh in the fi rst 

place, so the moment you suspect it has occurred, you’ll want to 

snoop about the room and fi nd out what’s caus ing the problem 

— then eradicate it!

Symptoms can vary between fi sh, as well as pending which 

chemicals have aff ected them, but there are a few general things 

to watch out for.

Enhanced colours can often be associated with toxins in the 

water, as can typical stress markings such as dark bars or spots 

on the body. 

Gasping at the surface can be from water-borne problems like 

ammonia, but it can easily be an introduced chemical that’s 

irritating the gills. 

Lethargic behaviour and resting in one spot may be a natural 

behaviour for some fi sh, but when all are doing it, you’ll need to 

investigate. 

Erratic behaviour, fl icking, or trying to jump from the tank can 

be from a sudden change of pH, but it can also be an escape 

reaction from something nasty that has gotten in to the water. 

Polish is a tricky one, as 

nobody wants to live in a grotty 

room. Airborne polish is a huge 

issue, while impregnated on a 

cloth is less so. Spray the 

polish on to your cloth 

elsewhere in the house, and 

then use it to wipe in the tank’s 

vicinity, but be vigilant for 

some Eastern countries, plants 

need to be sprayed with 

chemicals that kill hitch hiking 

bugs and beasts. New plants that 

haven’t been soaked or rinsed 

appropriately are a common 

cause of shrimp deaths, making 

their fl esh turn opaque before 

they die. With some insecticides, 

a rinse of your new plants won’t 

be enough, and instead they may 

need several days of soaking. 

Fish medicine can be alarmingly 

toxic. Too many newcomers (and 

quite a few old hands) think ‘if 

one drop will fi x the disease, two 

will fi x it in half the time!’ 

Medications are designed to work 

at a set dose, usually just enough 

to be lethal to pathogens, but not 

quite lethal enough to harm fi sh. 

Overdoses can cause major organ 

damage, clubbing gills and 

ravaging kidneys. 

Always carry out water tests 

away from the tank and never 

place the sample on top of the 

aquarium while you wait for the 

results. A spillage could prove 

deadly to your fi sh.

Salt should be handled with 

care. Used to excess it will 

accumulate in the water, and can 

start to dehydrate fi sh. It may 

sound odd, but it happens much 

more than you might think. 

signs of stress and poisoning in 

fi sh when doing so. 

Paint and varnish can be as bad 

as each other. Don’t think for an 

instant that you can just cover the 

tank and paint around it. You’ll 

need to move everything out 

while you refresh your walls or 

skirting boards. 

How to spot a case of poisoning

How to fi x it!
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RAINBOWS

Neon dwarf rainbow,
Melanotaenia

praecox.

Dwarf rainbow,
Melanotaenia

maccullochi.

For a newcomer to the hobby it doesn’t have to be 
all about community tanks or primary coloured 
livebearers. Here’s what we mustered for a fi rst 
time fi shkeeping colleague.

WORDS: NATHAN HILL

W
hat has been nice this last 
couple of years has been 
the surge of fi rst time 
aquarists cutting their 

teeth on something a step up from a 
standard community. We’ve seen 
fi shkeepers taking the plunge with 
shrimp homes, cavernous catfi sh dens, 
and even reef systems with more 
technology than the moon landing. 
There really is more to life than the 
scripted pic-’n’-mix approach.

When I had an Interpet River Reef  turn 
up on my doorstep, I was initially at a 
loss as to what to do with it. There are 
only so many tanks I can run at once, so I 
decided to donate it to a co-worker, 
Sally, who has never kept fi sh. If she was 
going to get more immersed in the 
subject, I thought, she’d need a baptism 
of fi ns. 

After minimal convincing, I’d foisted 
the tank and cabinet upon her and told 
her to set it up somewhere quiet. Then I 
just had to nip any ideas of platy-and-
tetra-medley communities in the bud. 
Not that I’ve anything against such a 
community, but having seen so many 
hundreds of them before it dawned on 
me that I’d just be tossing Sally into a sea 
of mediocrity. 

With little eff ort, I won her over with a 
rainbowfi sh tank. I had to be mindful of 
the limited space of the River Reef, as 
well as the capabilities of someone who 
has never even handled dechlorinator 
before. As much as I wanted to indulge 
the tank with obscure strains of fi sh 
brought in via mail order, I reigned 
myself in, knowing that this was not the 
place for delicacies. 

So my challenges were listed. I needed 
hardy fi sh, hardy plants, but with enough 
interest so that Sally wouldn’t swing 
back to the ‘safe haven’ of classic 
community species. 

With limited ingredients, this is what I 
threw together...
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A wonderful family
Rainbows are a wonderful family of fi sh, 
because they fit so many niches. At one end 
of the spectrum you have the charming and 
tiny blue eyes; the likes of Pseudomugil 
species. These little stunners, though often 
exacting in their requirements, make up the 
shoaling ‘tetra-like’ fi sh of Australasia and 
Melanesia. Scattered across islands and 
mainlands, they have a charm that makes 
them desired, and sometimes at  a price that 
puts that desire quickly to bed.

At the other end you have the substantial 
but manageable ‘true’ rainbows like 
Glossolepis and Melanotaenia. With deep 
bodies often exceeding 10cm/4in or so, 
these are an ideal option for fi lling out 
medium sized tanks with intensely 
coloured, peaceful species. 

Somewhere in the middle you have the 
pygmies of the true rainbows, and two of 
those you’ll see frequently on off er. The 
fi rst, and the most common of the two, is 
the aptly named Neon dwarf rainbow, 
Melanotaenia praecox. With a maximum 
wild size of 8cm (usually 5–6cm in tanks), 

and a pacifi stic disposition, it’s surprising 
they aren’t more popular than they are. 
Even their price is reasonable enough, 
hovering around the £3 mark maximum. 

Neon dwarfs are instantly recognisable 
through their mother of pearl sheens 
overlaying their turquoise blue bodies. They 
even possess the most dashing sexual 
dimorphism, with males having a bright red 
trim to their fi ns, while females have a 
yellow or orange edging. 

They are Indonesian fi sh, that inhabit 
fl owing waters where they linger around 
submerged wood and vegetation — a perfect 
accompaniment to the layout I had planned 
for this tank.

The second rainbow is the equally aptly 
named Dwarf rainbowfi sh, Melanotaenia 
maccullochi. These are also laid back, 
happy-go-lucky fi sh with an impressive 
yellow base colour and contrasted 
markings — ideal for off setting the blues of 
the Neon dwarfs. 

Their maximum size is 7cm in the wild, 
but even in the largest tanks I’ve only seen 

FISH  FACTFILE
Neon dwarf rainbowfi sh
●   Scientifi c name: Melanotaenia praecox 

(Mel-an-oh-teen-ee-ah pray-cox).

●   Origin: New Guinea, Indonesia, 

specifi cally the Mamberamo river 

system.

●   Size: To 8cm/3.1in.

●     Tank size: Minimum 60 x 30cm/24 x 

12in for a group of adults.

●   Water chemistry: Neutral to slightly 

alkaline water; pH 6.8–7.6, hardness 

5-16°H.

●   Temperature: 23–28°C/73–82°F.

●   Feeding: Off er all forms of dried fl ake 

and pellet food, along with frozen 

Daphnia, Cyclops and Calanus.

●   Notes: Outstanding community fi sh

that colour up all the more intensely in a

biotope or species only tank. Males will

brighten to compete for the interest of

females, and can be at their brightest

fi rst thing in the morning. Pay attention

to them fi rst thing in the morning to see

them displaying to each other. 

Dwarf rainbowfi sh
●Scientific name: Melanotaenia 

maccullochi (Mel-an-oh-teen-ee-ah

mac-kull-ock-eye).

●Origin: Australia and Papua New 

Guinea.

●Size: To 7cm/2.8in.

●Tank size: Minimum 60 x 30cm/24 x

12in for a group of adults

●Water chemistry: Acidic to alkaline,

pending particular origin; pH 5.6–7.8,

hardness 8–16°H.

●Temperature: 20–30°C/68–86°F.

●Feeding: Offer all forms of dried fl ake 

and pellet food, along with frozen 

Daphnia, Cyclops and Calanus. Colour 

enhancing flakes will help keep 

markings intense.

●Notes: Markings may vary from store to 

store, based on the collection region of 

each population. Some may be so 

distinctly marked that you’ll question if 

they’re even the same fi sh — just as 

some taxonomists are doing!

Melanotaenia 
maccullochi
comes from 
Australia and
Papua New 
Guinea.

Melanotaenia 
praecox is found 
in New Guinea, 
Indonesia, 
specifi cally the 
Mamberamo 
river system.

Melanotaenia praecox is 
one of the pygmies of the 

rainbowfi sh world.

Laid-back M. maccullochi. 
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them reach 5cm in captivity. They’re not
entirely as common as Neon dwarfs, on the 
grounds of their pricing, which tends to 
hover close to the £7 region per fi sh. 

Dwarf rainbows are Papua New Guinea 
and Australian inhabitants, where they live 
in a range of conditions from static, 
unmoving waters, right up to fast fl owing 
streams. Like M. praecox, they too gravitate 
towards plants like iron fi lings to a magnet. 

Given the two close yet still separate 
geographies of these fi sh, I had to fi nd a 
middle ground, communitope style of 
layout, but with their overlapping 
requirements it was a doddle. 

The Interpet River Reef comes with a 
moderate fl ow as standard, and it’s hard to 
adjust without incorporating your own taps 
to the design, so I was restricted to a set up 
with some water movement. The nature of 
the fi lter — a weir system that draws from 
the surface — meant that I was unable to 
use any fl oating plants for fear of them 
clogging the fi lter inlet. 

That meant all of my dense vegetation 

had to be down lower. Given the 50+cm 
height of the tank, and given that I didn’t 
want to wait ages for young plants to grow 
and fi ll, I chose to explore two options. One 
was to raise plants up high on decor, and 
epiphyte plants like Java fern or Anubias 
excel at this. Simply fi nd some wood that 
juts up high and decorate it with plants, and 
raised greenery is achieved. 

The other was to opt for a dense region of 
high, fast growing grassy plants, and here I 
mistakenly chose to use Vallisneria. Vallis 
can be great at giving immediate presence, 
but because it’s so thin you need to plant 
lots of it in one go and hope for the best. 
Alas, because of the way this tank came 
together, and given that Sally was away for 
weeks throughout the cycling period, the 
lighting (which we didn’t have a timer for) 
had to stay off  in the tank and ambient light 
alone wasn’t enough to sustain them.

Still, several weeks after the tank was
initially put together, things had settled
enough for the fi sh to be added. By now the
Vallisneria had all died and been removed

(thankfully before it had a chance to impact 
the water quality and prolong the cycling 
period) but the ferns were going strong. 
With the fi sh settling in quickly and going 
about colouring up, Sally now has a slice of 
somewhere exotic in her home, and 
without a community staple in sight. If it 
wasn’t for the dead plants, we could claim it 
as a success. 

The only problem we now face is that the 
rainbows will eventually outgrow the tank, 
though I’m sure Sally will be more than 
happy to take on a larger tank for them as 
soon as I get one in the offi  ce...

With thanks to:
Thanks go out to Interpet UK for providing 
the River Reef 94 Aquraium.

Thanks also go to Aquadip plants of 
Holland for providing the incredible Java 
ferns and bunched Vallis used in the layout.

Shopping list:
O River Reef LED 94 £359.99 rrp.

O Approx 5kg silver sand £4.99

O Approx 1kg large cobbles £1.50

O  Approx 1.5kg assorted small 

cobbles and pebbles £1.50

O Java ferns x 6 £20

O Vallisneria bunches x 12 £15

O Neon dwarf rainbow x 4 £14

O Dwarf rainbow x 3 £22.50

Total: £439.48

Turn over the page for our guide 
to setting up this tank...

While small at the moment, the rainbows 
will eventually outgrow this tank.
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9 easy steps to a rainbow river set-up 

3Cobbles positioned close to the 

wood. These will be prominent, so 

avoiding ‘stray’ stones is advised at 

this stage. 

6 Java ferns are removed from their pots 

and added directly to the wood by 

pushing the roots into gaps. No tying  

was needed.

1Washed silver sand is added to the 

tank and raised on one side. This 

will give extra height to the wood when 

it goes in.

4 Intermediate sized stones are added in 

between and to either side of the main 

stones. This creates a gradient. 

7Torn polythene sheets are added so 

that when the tank is partially filled 

with water, the plants and substrate will 

not be affected. 

2Bogwood is added, sloping down the 

bank from high point to low. The wood is 

positioned in a way that will still expose it 

when stones are added.

5Smaller stones and gravel is added to 

complete the transition from sand to 

cobbles. A clear patch is left at the back  

for planting.

8With some water added, a cluster of 

Vallisneria is planted in the clear  

rear corner. Unfortunately, these plants  

later perished. 

9The tank is filled and fired up. The 

pipes for the filters needed  

tweaking as they fell off. The lights were 

switched on.
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any fishkeepers have
visited my fish houses
over the years. This is
frequently followed by a

barrage of questions on how to breed
fish, usually concerning the equipment
required, the best fish to breed and how
to go about it.

When I first became interested in
breeding fish myself, I have to admit to
asking many of the same questions and,
having received some of the answers, I
went on my way. But all was not plain
sailing in those early days, and I had my
share of disasters.

I soon learned from wise fish breeders
(and I’ve been fortunate to know some of
the best) that breeding is not all just
about the fish and the water. There are
other important factors in play that don’t
even get a mention in books and articles
on the subject, and they apply to all of
those who are breeding fish, from the
novice to those with experience.

So, what are these missing essentials? I
like to refer to them together as T.O.P.S.
which, when broken down, becomes:

Get to the 

T.O.P.S. 
of breeding

There’s more to breeding than just 
fi sh and water. Follow these simple 
ground rules from an expert who’s 
bred more than 200 species. 

 TIME
You’ll need to think about the time you have 
available and also how long it takes the fi sh 
to grow.
Your time: Ask yourself how much time 
you can aff ord to put into your fi sh breeding 
projects. Never take on more than you can 
handle when you are dealing with livestock. 

If you are already breeding fi sh using two 
or three tanks, you will already know how 
long it takes to feed, change water and clean 
fi lters. So if you are thinking of expanding 
your breeding, multiply it by the extra 
number of tanks.

It is far better to raise one good brood of 
fi sh than have fi ve broods that don’t do so 
well through lack of attention.
Fish growth time: Judge carefully the 
length of time it will take the young fi sh to 
grow — this dictates the length of time the 
tanks in your set-up will be in use, 
whether you only have two 
tanks or 20. 

Fish grow at diff erent 
rates. The Umbrella 
cichlid, 
Apistogramma 
borelli, grows more  
slowly than the 

Black widow tetra, Gymnocorymbus
ternetzi, for example, meaning that the
cichlids will be around in the tanks longer 
than the tetras.

Another factor in growth is the size of the 
brood — if they are kept in overcrowded 
tanks, the growth will slower.
You need to have a system in which 
you can control:
O The fi sh you intend to breed.
O The number of tanks required.
O  The length of time the fi sh will be in 

the systems.

In my projects, I give the fi sh a set time 
— for most tetras this will be a benchmark 
of 12 weeks, for example. After this time I 
will be looking to think about moving them 
on, maybe to members of my local fi sh 
society or a dealer. But remember that this 
is an average time. In the case of the 

Apistogramma and Black widow 
tetras mentioned above, the 

widows could start 
moving on at eight 

weeks but the dwarf 
cichlids will not be 

ready to move on 
for considerably 
longer.  

T  =  TIME

O  =  OBSERVATION

P  =  PATIENCE

S  =  SPACE

Successful fi sh 
breeding isn’t just about 

getting the water right.
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Gold australe killfi sh
On a good week from a pair of Gold 

australe, you might collect 30 eggs from 

your spawning mops. 

Glowlight tetra
Expect a batch size of around 200–250.

Lace gourami
Can produce up to 1,000 eggs.

Black widow tetra
Grows fast and could be ready to move in 

as little as eight weeks.

Black neon tetra
Can be moved on in just 12 weeks.

Apistogramma borelli
Takes fi ve months to reach a saleable size.

HOW MANY FRY?

HOW LONG TO GROW?

Breeding fi sh requires time and 
space, so never take on more 
than you can handle.
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A typical breeding set-up 
complete with spawning 
mops and air-powered fi lter.

Breeding 
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OBSERVATION
The fi rst step we all take (or should take) is 
to read books, 
magazines and 
advice on the 
Internet for 
information on 
breeding fi sh, to 
obtain a good 
amount of 
acceptable 
information. What 
you need to watch 
out for are those 
books and articles 
that tend to group 
fi sh together. For 
example, they may 
carry information on characins that give 
the procedure for breeding Glowlights. You 
turn to Emperor tetras and your 
information will say “as for Glowlights”. 
Move into the pencilfi sh and it will refer 
you to the Glowlights once again.

But all these should be treated as 
individual breeding projects — each has 
certain factors separating them that will 
allow you to breed them with success. Very 
often this information can only be found 
through talking to people who have bred the 
fi sh in question or by reading articles they 
have written in magazines like PFK.  These 
aquarists have learned the tell-tale signs 
and other factors required to breed the fi sh 
and raise the fry through observation.

Over the years I’ve bred around 200 fi sh 
species. Here are just some of the pointers I 
have observed that fi sh are ready to spawn.
Tetras and barbs: Observe the change in 
the body shape. When the females are in 
breeding condition they will become more 
rotund in the belly area.
Dwarf cichlids: If kept in groups, these 

fi sh seek their own partners. Observe their 
behaviour and you will be able to select the 

pairs for breeding projects. They have 
various postures that indicate attack, 
defence and breeding, and you will soon 
begin to recognise these signs. Then a 
pair that is exhibiting a breeding posture 
can be moved to a separate tank to breed. 
Livebearers: Guppies, swordtails, 
platies and mollies are fi sh that require 
all your attention and observation. You 
need to be able to spot when gravid 
females are ready to release their broods 
of fry and to look for early signs of the 
young fi sh sexing out. This will enable you 
to remove virgin females for any line 
breeding projects. 
 

PATIENCE
Over the years I have often 
learned the hard way that 
you need patience to breed 
fi sh. Sometimes you just 
know that a pair of barbs or 
tetras will spawn the day 
after you place them in the 
tank. On the other hand 
there are times when they 
will just sit and look at 
each other for days 
without spawning. You will need the 
patience to wait for this period to end so 
that you can start again.

Some fi sh can be placed into a suitable 
breeding set-up but will still only breed 
when they are ready, such as dwarf cichlids. 
In the meantime you’ll have to supply the 
correct conditions and wait. Then, once the 
fi sh have spawned, you will need to have 
patience for the fi sh to grow.

SPACE

This is your yardstick for the number of fi sh 
you are able to raise within the time you 
have available.

Only raise the number of fry you can 
accommodate with ease. For instance, if 
you breed Glowlight tetras, a 38 x 17 x 
34cm/15 x 7 x 14in tank is an ideal size for 
this project, but it won’t be large enough to 
sustain the brood to adult size.

You must consider the likely brood size of 
the species of fi sh you intend to breed. 

Some fi sh lay only few eggs at a time, such 
as species of Aphyosemion killifi sh whose 
females will deposit individual eggs onto 
plants or wool spawning mops. I remove 
their eggs by hand from the mops and place 
them in small containers.  On a good week 
from a pair of Gold australe, I collect about 
30 eggs.  After a couple of weeks as the 
number of eggs falls, I separate the pair to 
allow the female to recover until she is 
ready to breed again. You do not require a 
large number of tanks for the fry, which  is 
why those who specialise in killifi sh can run 
their breeding projects in a small space.

For small tetras like the Black phantom 
and the Glowlight tetra, a brood of up to 250 
is not unusual — but this is nothing 
compared to Dwarf gourami where we 
could be talking about 600, or Lace gourami, 
which can produce up to 1,000.  

Gourami can produce very large numbers 
of eggs, so on hatching you could end up 
with a problem if you haven’t catered for 
tank space. When I had a large fi sh house I 
was looking after an adult pair of Kissing 
gourami for a friend and they decided to 
spawn. I’ve never seen a sight like it — a 
120cm/4ft tank with the surface of the 
water completely covered with tiny fry.  It’s 
said that an adult pair of these fi sh can lay 
up to 10,000 eggs. For a long time I had a fi sh 
house full of Kissers and after my friends, 
fi sh club members and local shops had their 
share, I still had plenty to move on. 

Overcrowding your fi sh will not allow 
them to grow. To get around this problem 
means that more tanks will be required, 
and that in turn means yet more time and 
more space.  

So, whether you’re breeding fi sh in your 
bedroom or in the fi sh house, following 
these ground rules will help ensure you’re 
the T.O.P.S. 
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the crusta hunter.

Look out for our novelties at your 
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A chip off the old   
Knowing how to frag corals is useful if you need to control 
their spread or deal with disease — or perhaps you just 
want to know how to propagate them to trade with other 
reefkeepers. Here’s how to go about it.
WORDS: DAVE WOLFENDEN

T
he marine hobby has seen huge
advances in recent years, and
species thought to be impossible
to keep a few decades ago are

now par for the course. One of the areas that
still proves somewhat problematic in
captivity is the spawning of corals. Luckily,
it’s possible to exploit the
tendency for corals to
reproduce

asexually to create new specimens — this
process is known as ‘fragging.’

Why frag corals?
It’s sometimes necessary to periodically
‘prune’ fast-growing corals (such as many

SPS) which can outgrow the
aquarium. Lopping off the upper

layers of growth is often required
for the long-term success of

some systems, from a coral

Tools for the job
The tools you’ll need depend on the type of coral 

you’re fragging. 

For softies and mushrooms, a sharp craft knife 

or scalpel is really all that’s required. 

Stony corals need something meatier, such as 

pliers (for snapping frags from the colony) and a 

saw or a hacksaw blade if you’re planning on 

fragging lots of stony corals, or very tough 

specimens. However, with some plating corals 

(such as plating Montipora), the best technique 

involves nothing more than snapping a section 

off  the colony with bare hands. If fi tting plastic 

pegs to stony corals, a cordless drill is essential. 

Other useful tools include toothpicks, tweezers 

— even hammers and chisels. Experiment! 

Always clean tools immediately after use in 

fresh water, and replace blades regularly.

health, and aesthetic, point of view. Some 
LPS may require periodic pruning to 
prevent them encroaching onto the 
territory of other individuals.Should 
disease such as rapid tissue necrosis 
(RTS) strike, excision of the aff ected parts 
of the colony will be necessary. It’s a way 
to obtain new coral growth, either to 
repopulate other aquaria, or to trade 
specimens with other aquarists, reducing 
pressure on wild populations. 

Branching species, such
as this Acropora are
straightforward to frag.

Sinularia are tough 
and respond well to 
being divided. 

This kit from 
EcoTech Marine 
contains all you 

need to get 
fragging. See 
our review on 

page 103.
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BLOCK 3 tips for using tools

1Always use sharp blades, and make any cuts as cleanly as

possible to avoid unnecessary damage to the tissue.

2Rotary saws generate a fair amount of heat which can kill the

living tissue, so avoid making prolonged cuts, allowing the

skeleton to cool sufficiently before proceeding.

3Take care. Scalpels and rotary saws present their own hazards,

so cut-proof gloves and safety goggles may be appropriate — a

shard of coral skeleton in the eye could put a dampener on your day.

Xeniids are easily 
propagated using ‘passive’

fragging techniques.

Fungia is a good LPS 
candidate for fragging.

Zoa frags are particularly 
popular with reefkeepers 

right now. 
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Active fragging involves techniques such as

cutting, snapping or tearing corals and other

invertebrates to produce exact replicates

(clones) of the ‘donor’ colony. The techniques

sound brutal, but all they do is take

advantage of the corals’ natural tendency to

reproduce through processes such as fission

and fragmentation.

Corallimorphs (mushroom anemones) are

among the easiest invertebrates to frag.

Simply take one and cut it into six slices

across the radial axis (think of cutting a pizza,

and you get the idea). Try to ensure that each

piece include a part of the central mouth

— that’s all there is to it.

Many branching soft corals can be fragged

through constriction of the tissue, which has

the advantage of lessening trauma to the

constricted portion, as it effectively heals

while the process takes place. This approach is

ideal for very slimy species. For this technique,

cable ties are ideal. Wrap a cable tie around

the part that you wish to frag, and tighten it

— not too much at first. Every few days, cinch

the tie up a notch or two more — eventually,

the branch will separate from the parent

colony (sometimes complete with root-like

outgrowths), and it can be attached elsewhere.

Otherwise, the best approach for soft corals is

to slice the parent up into pieces (or lop one or

two branches off) with a sharp craft knife or

scalpel. Whole colonies can be split in half by

cutting along the vertical axis.

Some branching or plating stony corals can

have pieces simply snapped off the parent

colony. Care needs to be taken not to damage

the living tissue as far as possible (and do

remember that coral skeleton can cause nasty

cuts so gloves are essential), but this

technique can work. More elegantly (well, a

little more, anyway), pliers, hammers and

chisels and hacksaws can be used to break

frags off. For many species, a rotary drill is the

tool of choice to give a touch of finesse to

fragging — use this either for scoring the

skeleton, allowing it to be snapped with pliers,

or for directly cutting off frags.

While branching and plating species are the

most straightforward when it come to

selecting where to cut, other growth forms can

be divided, too. Solitary plate corals (Fungia

spp.), for example, can be divided up into

several roughly-equally sized pieces and

simply placed back in the aquarium. With a bit

of luck, new tissue will grow around the

exposed skeleton, and the pieces will also

grow a mouth!

Massive and encrusting forms can also be

divided up, with a little planning. Favia spp.

(open brain corals), can be fairly easily divided

as the corallites do not share walls; this helps

reduce the risk of damaging tissue when

dividing the corallites up.

Some species with shared corallite walls can

be trickier, and some damage can be

expected. However, many corals are

surprisingly robust and adapt well to

seemingly extreme treatment.

PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING

Mushroom anemones

Soft coral

Soft coral alternative method

Hard coral

Active fragging

1Gently tease away the ’shroom from the 

rock by getting behind it with tweezers.

1Carefully lift the coral — the skeletons will 

pierce skin if handled incorrectly.

1Through the base of soft coral cuttings, 

thrust a length of cocktail stick.

1’Fingery’ soft corals are best divided up into 

individual arms and replanted.

Frags can be bought 
and sold for just a 

few pounds.
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2Using sharp scissors or a scalpel, slice the 

’shroom straight down the middle.

2Use bone cutters to firmly cleave through 

the arms of the hard coral skeleton.

2Hold the frag in place and wrap elastic 

around the stick, holding it to the plug.

2Use sharp scissors or a scalpel to remove 

the arms and keep them in water.

3The mushroom will be quite slimy by now, 

so dip and rinse it in a little tank water.

3Place a drop of coral glue on to the base of 

the cutting.

3Ensure that the elastic is grabbing the stick 

only and not the coral.

3Apply a small amount of coral glue to the 

undersides, and adhere to a coral plug.

4Divide the halves into quarters, each with 

a piece of ‘mouth’. Transfer to rubble tank.

4Support in place until the glue is set 

enough to hold the coral upright.

4Once secured, the coral can go straight 

back into the host aquarium.

4The glue will dry underwater, so place 

frags into some water until hardened.
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Passive fragging
Passive fragging is a term used when 
techniques other than manually splitting 
colonies (‘active’ fragging) are used to 
encourage the colony to in effect  
propagate itself asexually (by producing 
clones of itself ). 

A particularly good example of this can be 
seen with xeniids, which can be passively 
fragged by placing small chunks of rubble at 
the edges of the existing colony. As the 
colony extends out, new polyps begin to 
grow on the rubble, and once these are 
established, a simple cut with a scalpel can 
separate them off — and voila! A complete 
new colony. 

Perhaps some techniques should be more 
accurately referred to as ‘semi-passive’, 
including the method of slicing into the 
base of many soft corals to encourage  
new colonies to form, as buds are 
spontaneously produced in the cut area — 
these will eventually form complete  
new colonies. 

The downside with using passive  
coral propagation techniques is that they 
tend to be fairly slow to produce frags 
compared to the instant results of the  
active techniques. However, if you  
have the patience, passive fragging is a  
safe and easy approach to propagating  
your corals. 

Fixing frags

1Coral putty comes in two parts, usually 

ready to be blended. 2Squish and mash the putty together so 

that the two elements blend together. 3Keep going until a consistent colour is 

reached. It may get quite hot.

So you’ve got your frags, now what? 

It’s possible to directly attach frags of 

various stony corals to rockwork with 

cyanoacrylate adhesive (‘superglue’) or epoxy 

putty. This approach works best with SPS 

(such as Acropora) and some LPS (such as 

Caulastrea, or candy cane coral) — crucially, 

there should be some form of skeleton onto 

which the putty or glue can be applied. 

The skeletons of some stony coral frags can 

be drilled to allow for the insertion of thin 

plastic pegs or rods. These can be simply 

pressed into a hole of the appropriate 

diameter in live rock, or alternatively they can 

be glued in for extra security. Cable ties work 

as a means of attachment for many branching 

stony coral frags. It has to be said they don’t 

look very pretty, but eventually the coral may 

overgrow the tie.

Frag plugs are now a common sight in the 

hobby, and many frags that you can buy will 

already be attached to a plug, or sitting within 

one. These are used to physically contain a 

frag, or the frag may be glued in place on the 

plug. Plugs come in a range of styles and 

materials, from plastic ‘cups’ to natural-

looking ceramic or aragonite structures. The 

frag can be contained on the plug as 

appropriate for grow-out, and then removed 

and sited in the aquarium through other 

means. With some ‘natural’ plugs, the plug 

itself can be attached, with the coral 

eventually overgrowing it.

Soft corals can be more of a challenge to fix 

in place thanks to their slimy nature, and the 

lack of a calcareous skeleton onto which 

adhesive can be applied. Plastic toothpicks are 

ideal for impaling softies in place into holes in 

the rockwork (it sounds drastic, but it causes 

little damage to the coral — with care, the pick 

can be removed once the cutting has settled), 

and rubber bands can be used to secure 

cuttings — often, a combination of both 

techniques works best. As an alternative, 

cuttings can be stitched in place with a needle 

and fishing line (this also works quite well for 

corallimorphs). The corals will soon overgrow 

the line. 
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Use a 
fragging bath
When carrying out any active 

fragging of invertebrates, use a 

dedicated bath — this could be a 

shallow tray or suitably-sized bucket. 

Fill it with system water prior to 

fragging, and empty and refi ll after 

each species (or preferably after 

each colony if practical), as the water 

may become slimy after a while — to 

say nothing of the potentially 

harmful compounds released, which 

may aff ect other specimens.

To dip or 
not to dip?
Because active fragging techniques 

necessarily involve cutting into the 

tissues of the parent colony, there are 

risks to both frag and donor from 

pathogens — after all, we’ve just 

created an infection route. Therefore, 

it’s wise to limit the likelihood of a 

disease outbreak. 

There are various commercially-

available coral dips, many of which are 

based on iodine (a powerful 

antiseptic). Alternatively, Lugol’s 

Iodine can be used. Either way, the 

principle is the same — the dip acts a 

post-fragging disinfectant, reducing 

pathogen loading at a most vulnerable 

time. The dip should utilise a separate 

container from the fragging bath, fi lled 

with system water into which any 

chemicals have been added. 

Discard the dip water after each 

fragging, and refi ll, as the slime 

produced by some corals (especially 

soft corals) could hamper the 

eff ectiveness of the dip, as well as 

directly irritating subsequent inverts. 

Toxin alert!
Zoanthids and the related Palythoa

produce one of the most potent toxins

known to science (palytoxin), and

potentially it’s a killer. The palytoxin can

be liberated from the animals when

they’re being fragged, and introducing it

to the bloodstream, inhaling the vapour

and squirting it in the eye are all routes it

can enter the body. So, it’s extremely

important to take care when fragging

colonies of these animals — always wear

safety goggles and cut-proof gloves.4Make a small bed of putty on a coral plug, 

and work with it immediately. 5Insert the coral pieces into the putty, and 

place in a holding tank to set. 

A ‘rubble tray’ is useful for allowing tiny 

frags of, for example, mushroom anemones 

or soft corals to establish themselves. Being 

fi ddly and slimy, these frags can be diffi  cult 

to attach successfully, so the idea is to 

provide them with a sheltered microhabitat 

in which they can recover and ‘root’ 

themselves onto rubble pieces before being 

transferred to the main aquarium.

To make one, scatter small chunks of live 

rock rubble of coral gravel on the base of a 

shallow plastic tray (clear plastic is best, as 

you can easily monitor the condition of the 

frags). On top, secure some fi ne nylon 

netting in place — this creates the 

sheltered conditions the frags need. The 

frags can be placed on the rubble, the 

tray covered with the netting, and left in a 

suitable position. 

It’s important to ensure that there is at 

least some fl ow over the tray, otherwise 

the coral frags will suff ocate. The netting 

will impede fl ow to a large extent, but 

careful placement of pumps and the tray 

itself can give a good balance. 

You’re looking for good enough fl ow to 

provide adequate oxygenation, whilst not 

blasting the frags around. Don’t be 

tempted to fi ddle with the frags too 

much — monitor them, but give them 

enough time to be established before 

touching them.

Corals like these are 
toxic, so take precautions 

when fragging. 
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A
quascaping, put very simply, is
the art of making a fish tank look
beautiful. Most ’scapes are a
blend of natural decor such as

rocks and wood, known as hardscape, and
aquarium plants. Creating an effective
aquascape for many hobbyists seems to be
very challenging and I get asked for advice
on a daily basis. So here I’ll aim to cover the
basics of creating a visually impressive
aquascape with the use of guidelines as well
as examples of common mistakes.

Hardscape is key
The hardscape is the backbone of an
aquascape. Get this right and it’s relatively
easy to create a good layout, as long as you
can grow healthy plants. A lot of modern
aquascapes rely more and more on strong
hardscape design and less on planting. If
you look at the aquascape contest winners
of recent years you will notice that
incredible attention is paid to the selection
and positioning of the wood and/or rocks.

My advice is to invest in as much decent
hardscape as you can. Every time I visit an
aquatic retailer the first thing I look for is
the wood and rock selection. Strange as it

Avoid those common mistakes and 
you can add an expert touch to 
your aquascapes.
WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHY: GEORGE FARMER

may seem, I often get more excited about a 
decent rock or piece of wood than any fi sh 
or plant! I know of many other 
aquascapers who feel the same — good 
hardscape is quite hard to fi nd but once 
you get it, it should last you a lifetime. 

One of the biggest mistakes I see is with 
wood or rocks that fail to fi ll the aquarium 
eff ectively. A classic example here would 
be a rock-only aquascape (Iwagumi) that’s 
45cm/18in tall but it only has rocks that 
are 15cm/6in high. This results in too 
much space above the rocks. In this case it 
would be better to aim for rocks that are 
around 30cm/12in tall so the top of the 
rock sits at two thirds of the height of 
the aquarium. 

The same principle can be applied to 
wood. Getting enough height is vital to 
ensure a positive visual impact. In 
open-topped aquariums consider pieces 
of wood that even protrude from the 
surface. Think carefully about the 
positioning of the hardscape and take as 
much time as you need to perfect it. 

Get plenty of height 
on your wood.

Good hardscape 
choice is essential.
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It is highly recommended that you play 
with your hardscape in the aquarium before 
any water is added. This gives you endless 
opportunity to tinker and fi ddle with your 
wood and rocks until you are completely 
happy. I’ve taken days to get the hardscape 
looking right. I look closely at the layout 
and ask myself if there’s any way I can 
improve it. Until the answer is ‘no’, I carry 
on fi ddling!

Choose your plants carefully
Before choosing your plants ask yourself 
these three questions:
O  What type of set-up do I have? 

(Consider the tank size, lighting, 
CO2 injection, nutrients, substrate 
and circulation). 
O  How much maintenance do I want 

to undertake?
O  What style of aquascape do I want?

A common mistake is for the aquascaper 
to want a nice carpeting plant but not have 
the appropriate set-up — a misconception 

here is that there is insuffi  cient light. 
However, it’s more common these days 
with advances in lighting for the 
aquascaper to have plenty of light but not 
enough in the way of CO2 levels and other 
nutrients, combined with insuffi  cient 
circulation. This all leads to poor plant 
growth and nuisance algae problems. 

One of the most frequently asked 
questions by visitors to my home is how 
long I spend maintaining my tanks. 
Almost everyone wants a lovely-looking 
aquarium, but they’re afraid they don’t 
have the time to maintain it. This is where 
both tank set-up and plant choice come in. 
It is perfectly possible to have a high 
impact aquascape that is low 
maintenance. Simply choose slow 
growing and undemanding plants and run 
low lighting with low nutrient levels. 
Classic plant choice examples include 
Anubias, Cryptocoryne, ferns and mosses. 
With decent hardscape these plants can 
look absolutely stunning in an aquascape.

If you’re stuck for inspiration when 

deciding on a style of aquascape you want
simply search the web. I recommend the
Aquatic Gardener’s Association 
Internation Aquascaping Contest 
Showcase where you can browse 
hundreds of stunning aquascapes, all 
categorised by aquarium size. There’s 
even a biotope category. 

Plant heavily
Another very common mistake is not to 
plant heavily enough. When fi rst setting 
up the aquarium it’s really important to 
plant as densely as you can. Ideally, you 
should use fast growing stem plants as 
much as possible. You can gradually 
replace these with slow growers later on, if 
you wish. Fast growing weeds help to 
prevent algae  — and they also teach you 
pruning techniques. 

Floating plants can also be helpful, but 
ensure they do not overshadow your other 
plants too much. 

Too few plants and algae will use the 
available light and nutrients instead of the 

Aim for large groups of just one or 
two species of fi sh — and of a size 

that suits the dimensions of the tank.
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Take as long as you need to
get the hardscape right.

GET YOUR HARDSCAPE RIGHT

1The wood here is positioned completely wrong. It is too central 

and symmetry rarely works well in aquascaping. It is too top 

heavy, which looks unbalanced and unnatural. The only way this could 

work is if the aquascaper was going for a conceptual design and 

wanted to deliberately break the “rules”, in which case the wood 

would need supporting with other pieces and some clever planting.

2This is better. The wood is positioned so it is balanced more 

naturally. The base of the wood that has the most mass is placed 

one third across the length of the aquarium, which is aesthetically more 

pleasing. It still does not look completely natural because the branches 

to the left are above the substrate but these can be easily hidden from 

view by some rocks.

3The rock used here is totally wrong. It is too big and is positioned 

in the wrong place and at the wrong angle. Rocks and wood 

should be used together to create harmony and balance. Here they 

are competing with one other for our attention, which creates too 

much aesthetic tension. It would work better if the rock was partially 

buried in the substrate and positioned so it was leaning towards the 

wood. Even then it would probably still be too dominant.

4A second piece of wood is added — not completely wrong because 

it is positioned in accordance with the ‘rule of thirds’. However, it 

could be better placed to make use of the empty space to the right. This 

is where you need to think about your planting plan because you may 

wish to use appropriate plants to use up that space eff ectively, in which 

case this placement of the wood would be OK.

plants. From then it will be an uphill 
battle. Prevention is defi nitely better than 
cure when it comes to algae. 

Don’t skimp on maintenance
The biggest reason people leave the 
aquarium hobby is through algae. One of 
the best ways to prevent algae is through 
healthy plant growth, but a poor 
maintenance regime will see you being 
punished by nuisance algae. 

Set aside time every week to maintain 
your tank. Keep an eye out for poor plant 
growth and early signs of algae. Don’t 
forget to feed the plants as well as the fi sh.

One of the biggest triggers of algae is 
ammonia spikes. These can be caused by 
anything from overfeeding to disturbing 
the substrate. 

A very common mistake is to maintain 
your tank (cleaning the glass, pruning the 
plants, and so on) and to not follow up 
with a water change. Any waste organic 

matter that’s transferred into the water 
column and not removed by a water change 
has the potential to cause an algae bloom. 
Buy an aquascaping tool kit. Scissors and 
tweezers are commonly available from 
most aquatic retailers.

Choose your fi sh wisely
Less is often more with fi sh in an 
aquascape. Consider choosing large shoals 
of smaller fi sh over fewer larger fi sh. The 
fi sh should be a balanced part of the 
aquascape and suit the tank dimensions. 
Taller tanks look best with deeper bodied 
fi sh and longer tanks suit slender fi sh. Nano 
aquariums make great shrimp-only set-ups. 

Patience and practice
If you don’t succeed at fi rst, don’t give up. It 
takes time to learn to aquascape and the 
best way to learn is to practice. Invest in the 
right hardware, good plants and learn to 
grow them. Once you have confi dence in 

growing plants experiment with diff erent 
layouts. Be inspired — use other aquascapes 
as inspiration if you’re struggling to come 
up with your own ideas.
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5Here, that second piece of wood has been added to make better use 

of the empty space to the right. The branches of the wood are 

deliberately positioned so they match the direction and angle of the 

fi rst piece of wood. This creates a more natural appearance.

6Rocks are added to the base of the wood.  Although they are 

positioned nicely (partially buried and attention paid to the 

strata so they look natural), there is an ugly open area to the left of 

the tank. This design also gets a thumbs down because using just 

two rocks can create too much symmetry in the layout.

7Three rocks have been used here and the balance has improved 

signifi cantly. The largest rock to the left helps to cover up the 

base of the wood, as well as providing an attractive focal point. The 

wood and rock combination looks natural and the tank is now ready 

for planting.

8Plants are chosen according to their size, colour and texture. 

Foreground plants such as Cryptocoryne parva, Eleocharis 

acicularis, and Pogostemon helferi are positioned at the front, around 

the rockwork. The red Alternanthera ‘mini’ is planted deliberately one 

third across of the tank’s length. Crypts are planted everywhere else. 

By following George’s advice, you can 
create aquascapes like this one.

Want to 
set up a 

high energy 
aquascape?
See page 

104
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Q. What clean-up
crew can I keep in my
seahorse set-up?

A
Iamoftenaskedwhatcanbekept
withseahorsesandthesimpleanswer

ismanythingsbut therearesomemore
suitable thanothers. If I thinkof thehighly
successfulaquariabehindthescenesat
ChesterZoosomeyearsago thatwere
able tohouseandbreed largenumbers
of seahorses theywere incrediblysimple
consistingofairdriven foamfilters,heaters
anda fewthings for theseahorses tohang
onto.Theyweremaintainedwithnoother
animals.However, suchstark tanksare
notparticularlyaestheticallypleasing
regardlessofhoweasy theymightbe to
maintain.Conches,Conomurex luhuanus,
canassist in thepreventionofalgaeon
thesubstratewhichoftengoeshand in
handwithkeepingseahorsesandthe
tendency tooverfeed them.Numerous
speciesofgrazingsnail (Turbospp,Astraea
spp,Trochusspp)canbekeptwith few
issuesprovidedsufficientalga ispresent.
I also like tostocksomesmallmudsnails
(Nassariidae)as thesechapscanhuntdown
foodthatendsup lodging inandunder
decorwith theiracutesenseof smell.
Theproblemwithadding larger,more

mobile speciesofclean-upcrewis that
youcanendupfeedingmore foodthanthe
seahorses requirebecausespeciessuchas
Cleanershrimprapidlygatherupasmuch
as theycancarrywhen it isfirstadded
rather thancleanupthe foodmissedby
thefish.
TRISTAN LOUGHER

Don’t stock anything 
that might compete with 
your seahorses for food.

Wet skimmate is common
with new set-ups.

Conch,
Conomurex luhuanus.

Trochus snail.

Mud snail.
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What is a wet skim? Surely everything

that a protein skimmer skims off is wet?

Should I be aiming for a wet skim or a

dry skim? Which is best?

ROB O’CONNOR, EMAIL

A
A wet skim can be achieved by

raising the water level in the collar

of your protein skimmer to skim more off

over a space of 24 hours. “Wet” skimmate

will be liquid and the consistency and

colour of lager or weak tea without the

milk. I would consider a wet skimmate to

fi ll your skimmer cup inside 24 hours, or 

even 12 hours. It will smell, but won’t 

be terrible.

A dry skim happens with more air, tinier 

bubbles and a lower water level inside 

the skimmer. Muddy deposits will appear 

inside the skimmer neck and cup, and the 

skimmate will be dark brown/green/grey 

and look like alluvial mud. It will smell 

horrible and will typically take a week to 

put even an inch of skimmate into your 

skimmer cup.

Wet skims are useful for removing 

pollutants fast like medications, coral die-

off , over feeding, and algae and detritus 

after cleaning. You’ll also get wet skims 

on new tanks with not much load and new 

skimmers, as they take a few days to build 

up a decent foam.

Dry skims mean less work for you as you 

empty the cup less. Wet skimmate and 

dry skimmate can be diff erent in colour so 

may be removing diff erent things.

Best of both worlds could be to run 

two skimmers — one wet and one dry — 

although no one does that these days for 

space and budget reasons, and because 

skimmers on the whole perform much 

better than they did 10–15 years ago. 

My advice is to go for the dark coloured 

skimmate, which smells bad!

JEREMY GAY

Marine letter 
of the month

JEFF CUMMINGS, EMAIL

Q. Which type of 
protein skimming 
is best?

MARINE
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Q. What’s wrong with this water?

Tropical letter 
of the month

Net the fi sh from the transport 
bag and dispose of the water, 

rather than pouring the 
contents into your tank.

Flag-tailed prochilodus 
will eat your plants.
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What can I keep with Flag-tailed 

prochilodus? I have just taken on 

a 12.5cm/5in specimen, which I’m 

moving to a six-footer later this year. 

What’s the best diet for these fi sh?

ANTHONY NOAKES, EMAIL

A 
Semaprochilodus insignis is 

actually a pretty good addition 

to a large, peaceful fi sh community. It 

gets to a fair size though, typically 

25–30cm/10–12in in the 

aquarium, and is also a 

plant-eater. But in tanks 

upwards of 450 l/100 gal, it 

is a worthwhile choice if your 

decor tends towards rocks and 

bogwood — and it looks stunning in a 

shady tank with a dark substrate.

Typical South American conditions 

suit them best, with general hardness 

around 2–12˚H and pH 6–7.5. These 

big, active fi sh place a substantial 

load on the fi lter. A large canister fi lter 

alongside a powerhead or two is likely 

the easiest way to keep them happy.

These greedy omnivores consume 

fl ake, pellet and frozen foods as well as 

cooked spinach, canned peas, blanched 

lettuce, slices of cucumber and so on. 

The more fresh greens they get the 

healthier they’ll be, while high protein 

foods tend to cause digestive problems 

such as constipation and bloating.

They are inept predators but should 

not be trusted with bite-sized fi sh. Try 

stingrays, L-numbers, large gourami 

and so on. Semaprochilodus aren’t 

great with their own kind, despite being 

schooling fi sh in the wild — keep them 

singly or in groups of at least six. 

NEALE MONKS

I’ve been told that I should never pour 
the water from the bag containing 
new purchases into my community 
aquarium and that I should always use 
a net. Is this true — and why?
PHOEBE JOHNSON, EMAIL

A 
As with many aquarium practices, 
there are diff erent opinions around this 

question. In an ideal world any new fi sh 
you are adding to your tank will have been 
quarantined before you buy them and would 
then be quarantined by you before adding 
them to the aquarium, to make sure that 
the risk of transferring disease or parasites 

is minimised to the greatest extent. Not 
everyone has space to do this, however so 
simple precautions can lessen the chance 
of introducing problems along with your 
new fi sh. Most diseases and parasites will 
be in or on the fi sh, but some may be in the 
water itself, so not adding the water from 
the transit bag may help to a small extent. 
Also, the fi sh will have been sat in the bag 
producing waste for the entire time they’ve 
been in transit, so the water in their bag 
may not be especially good quality and may 
be suff ering from a spike in chemistry; this 
is why a gentle acclimatisation, adding 
small amounts of the tank water to mix 

with that in the bag over the course of 
around an hour is often recommended. 
Dumping this less than perfect water into 
your tank seems counterintuitive. Finally, 
some shops may have treatments running 
in their stock tanks. For instance many 
marine fi sh sections run with a level of 
copper to prevent parasites, and this could 
cause injury or death to inverts if added to a 
reef aquarium. For a combination of these 
reasons many people, myself included, net 
the fi sh from the bag and into the tank after 
acclimatisation and dispose of the bag water 
as an extra precaution. 
BOB MEHEN

Q. What can I keep with this large-growing fi sh?
TROPICAL
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Anubias barteri ‘nana’ . Cryptocoryne becketti. Hygrophila polysperma. Java fern.

PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING

plants for low-budget tanks4

Plantletter
ofthemonth

I’ve been told that Apple snails have been

banned from the aquarium trade. Please

could you explain why this has happened?

MARIAN HANSON, EMAIL

A
Since the end of November 2012 it has

been illegal to import Apple snails,

(Pomacea sp.) for the aquarium trade within

the EU.

This is the result of studies of the impact

of escaped populations and the damage

they are causing to rice production in the

Ebro delta in Spain, as well as the potential

damage to native ecology throughout the

region. The whole genus has been banned

due to “difficulty in taxonomic identification

of the different species and the fact that it

cannot be excluded that all species

are harmful”.

At present the ban doesn’t make keeping

existing Apple snails illegal but does make

it illegal to “introduce or spread” these

snails within the EU. As a result of a climate

matching exercise with the snail’s native

environment in South America it was

considered possible that some areas of

the UK could also be at risk of colonisation

despite the difference in temperature

between Spain and here. The basic idea

seems to be that with no new snails being

imported and the spread of the species

Q. Why can I no longer buy Apple snails?

TEMPERATE

What are the best plants to start out 
with? I have a 190 l/42 gal community 
tank with a sand substrate. It 
houses gouramis, plecs, rainbows, 
angels, loaches, an albino shark 
and a Fighter. The pH is 6.7. I am on a 
tight budget. 
GERAINT, EMAIL

A
You don’t mention your lighting but 
a safe bet would be to go for a classic 

easy selection of plants. 

Q. How do I plant my 
tank on a budget? 

between hobbyists prohibited, then over 

the course of time the various species will 

disappear from the hobby. 

While this may be a sad day for snail lovers, 

the risk of spreading alien species within our 

already damaged native fauna is too great. 

Other aquatic invaders such as the Signal 

crayfi sh, Top-mouth gudgeon and ‘Killer 

shrimp’ have already proved this, so anyone 

still keeping Apple snails should take care 

in the disposal of any unwanted snails or 

their eggs to ensure they don’t make it into 

the wild.  
BOB MEHEN

Java ferns and Anubias will tolerate a 
wide range of conditions and low lighting. 
They need to be attached to wood or rocks 
to do their best and make a good focal 
point for the aquascape. 

Easy stem plants include most 
Hygrophila and Rotala. These would go 
best in the background and can be allowed 
to grow tall. I would probably avoid 
Vallisneria as it prefers harder water and 
it sounds as though your water may be soft 
with a pH of 6.7. 

Midground plants could include 
Cryptocoryne and you would benefi t from 
adding root fertiliser capsules or tabs. 

You mention that you’re on a tight 
budget but try to plant as densely as 
possible from the start as this will help 
avoid algae problems. Add a good quality 
liquid fertiliser and consider using liquid 
carbon fertiliser too, as this will promote 
healthy plant growth and further help 
avoid algae. 
GEORGE FARMER
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It’s now illegal to 
sell and distribute 

Apple snails.
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I have a group of four Zebra danios, two 
of which are plumper than the others.  
I’ve noticed that the slimmer two are 
chasing them and then fanning out 
their anal and tail fi ns and circling each 
other. Is it likely that the plumper fi sh 
are females and they are getting ready 
to breed? My tank also houses Rummy 
noses, Neons and Black neons and 
a plec.
FINN MURRAY, EMAIL

A
Zebra danios are among the easiest 
egg-scattering fi sh to breed. Your main 

challenge is making sure the adults don’t eat 
their eggs. If you can avoid that, you’ll fi nd 
them very productive and rewarding.

Females do tend to be a little bigger than 
the males and when they fi ll up with eggs 
they look quite a bit plumper. Ideally, you 
‘condition’ the fi sh fi rst, off ering them a 
range of good quality foods to bring the 
females into breeding condition. Small 
live or frozen foods work well, but really, 
farmed danios will condition okay on fl ake 
and micropellets. Some aquarists separate 
the males and females for a week or two 
while they condition them. It’s a good idea, 
and ensures the females get plenty of food 
without being harassed by amorous males.

Once conditioned, you need a spawning 
tank. In terms of aquarium size, 40–50 
l/9–11 gal is ample. Fill the tank to a depth 
of around 15 cm/6in. Water temperature 
should be around 18–20˚C/64–68°F, but a 

degree or two above or below won’t do any 
harm, and if anything, adding a splash of 
cold water can actually trigger spawning 
behaviour. Early morning sunlight is a plus 
too, just be sure the sunshine doesn’t make 
the tank too hot. Add a lid to stop the fi sh 
jumping out.

The old school approach is to line the 
bottom of the tank with marbles. When 
you introduce the adults, they’ll hopefully 
scatter their eggs about, and because the 
eggs fall between the marbles the adults 
can’t turn around and eat them. Java moss 
achieves the same thing if less eff ectively. 
A newer approach is to prop a sheet of egg 
crate a couple inches above the glass bottom 
of the tank. Choose an egg crate that is 
coarse enough for the eggs to sink through 
but fi ne enough to stop the fi sh swimming 
through it. Either way you’ll get hundreds 
of eggs on the bottom of the tank, and 
after spawning you can remove the adults. 
Fertilised ones will quickly turn grey, while 
unfertilised ones stay white and eventually 
decay, so it’s a good idea to remove these if 
you can.

You’ll want to add an air-powered 
sponge fi lter, set to the lowest possible 
fl ow so there’s barely any current in the 
tank. Do daily water changes to keep the 
water quality good. Some folks like to use 
conditioned tapwater, others prefer to use 
matured water from the main aquarium. 
Either works, just bear in mind that high 
nitrate levels will cause problems in rearing 

tanks. Regardless, be very careful not to 
remove any eggs or fry, and don’t raise the 
water level above 15 cm/6in. At some point 
the fry need to swim up to gulp air, a key 
step in developing their swimbladders, and 
if the water is too deep they might struggle 
to make it to the top. Only when the fry are 
actively swimming about the surface are 
you free to raise the water level a few cm 
each time.

It takes at least a day for the eggs to 
hatch, and at least another day for the fry 
to become active enough to start feeding, 
depending on temperature. The cooler the 
water, the longer it takes, which can be a 
plus if you need time to set up some live 
food cultures. Traditionally infusoria were 
used as the fi rst food, followed by brine 
shrimp nauplii, but the modern baby fi sh 
foods such as Hikari First Bites are almost 
as good and a lot more convenient. A mature 
sponge fi lter will produce lots of infusoria 
that the fry will nibble on between meals. 
Bear in mind the golden rule of rearing fry 
is “feed often but in small amounts, and 
always remove uneaten food quickly”. Six 
meals a day is perfectly reasonable, but do 
regular water changes to keep nitrate as low 
as practical, and use your turkey baster to 
spot clean the tank as/when required. Fry 
die for two reasons: starvation and bacterial 
infections. Feed them regularly, and keep 
the tank clean, and you shouldn’t have 
any problems.
NEALE MONKS

Q. Are my Zebra danios ready to spawn?
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Zebra danios make an 
ideal breeding project.
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I saw a fish called Rhaphiodon vulpinus at an aquatic

shop while on holiday. Can you tell me a bit about it?

STU, EMAIL

A
There’s a good argument to be made that this is

a fish for public aquaria because of its large size

(well over 60cm/24in) and predatory nature.

These fish are adapted to riverine habitats so need

plenty of space, lots of water current and excellent

water quality with a high oxygen concentration. Water

chemistry isn’t a major problem; anything between

2–20°H, pH 6-8 is fine so long as its stable. Ultimately

you’ll need a tank holding upwards of 2000 l/450 gal.

Youngsters are little short of obligate piscivores,

though river shrimps and earthworms may be taken.

Once settled they can be weaned onto alternative

foods, including frozen foods, but that takes dedication

and skill. Variety is essential and you’ve also got the

issue that thiaminase breaks down Vitamin B1, leading

to serious health problems, but is unfortunately present

in many potential foods including shrimp and mussels.

Aquarium fish vitamin supplements are a good idea.

Its smaller relative, Hydrolycus scomberoides, is

sometimes seen for sale. Although it places similar

demands on the aquarist, it only grows to 25cm/10in,

so can be housed in tanks of around 900 l/200 gal.

NEALE MONKS

Q. Do I need to use live rock
to seed my artificial rock?
DAVE WEBSTER, EMAIL

Q. How do I keep this toothy fish?

Flame scallops need
careful feeding.

Raphiodon vulpinus is 
a fi sh better suited to 

public aquaria.

A
No, you don’t have to. You 
can make it biologically 

live with any one of the myriad 
of benefi cial bacteria products. 
You could even seed it with 
commercially grown mini 
beasts like live copepods and 
rotifers. Good live rock should 
have desirable calcareous 
algaes on it but even then 
you would be better fl aking 
some off  the live rock with a 
knife and gluing it onto your 

ceramics, to encourage growth 
of new stuff .

I love live rock and it is 
literally bringing a tiny piece of 
the ocean into your living room 
and watching it populate your 
sterile aquarium, but it may 
bring in Aiptasia, nuisance 
macro algae, parasitic 
fl atworms and lots of things 
you don’t need, so it’s probably 
safer to leave it out altogether.
JEREMY GAY
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A
Flame scallops (Lima spp.) 

are not true scallops and 

are more correctly termed fi le 

shells or fi le clams. While not 

impossible to care for long 

term their requirements will 

have signifi cant repercussions 

for the entire system.

Flame scallops are bivalve 

molluscs whose gills have 

become enlarged so they 

are not only able to facilitate 

gas exchange but can also 

trap food particles from the 

water column. These obligate 

suspension feeders are rather 

picky about the size of particle 

they ingest. The gill collects 

all the particles and channels 

them towards the mouth where 

inedible or unsuitably-sized 

particles are rejected, bundled 

up with mucus and excreted as 

‘pseudofaeces’. They appear to 

reject any particles above 200 

micrometres in diameter (newly 

hatched brine shrimp are twice 

this size). Phytoplankton is 

widely available as are cultured 

Q. Can I keep 
Flame scallops 
in my reef tank?
NIGEL CARTER, DUMFRIES

rotifers and any number of off -

the-shelf invert/coral diets. The 

issue is the control of nutrients. 

If nitrate and phosphate can 

be controlled and detritus 

accumulation minimised when 

feeding these specialist diets, 

there’s no reason why a Flame 

scallop cannot be maintained. 

However, if inadequate food is 

provided the animal is likely to 

endure a long, slow starvation 

over many months. 

So, the question for you is 

whether you are prepared to 

jeopardise the wellbeing of your 

no-doubt attractive aquarium 

for a single demanding species. 

TRISTAN LOUGHER
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I keep red Cherry shrimp in a species only colony
in a 30 l/6.6 gal tank. Plants are really important,
especially for the young as they feed from the
biofilm. I buy moss balls for them as they absolutely 
love them. Is it possible to grow my own moss balls, 
as they are quite pricey?
HANNAH WHAITES, NORTHAMPTON

A
Moss balls are actually a very slow growing form of 
Cladophoraalgae. Although they do grow in aquarium 

conditions, the growth rate is so slow that it makes
propagation impractical. You can open up the “balls” and 
spread them across the substrate or decor to help create 
better coverage if required. Also consider other real
mosses in your shrimp aquarium as these are much 
faster growing and easy to propagate. Java moss is
probably the simplest.
GEORGE FARMER

CRAIG BROWN, EMAIL

A
It wasn’t that long ago that it was 

thought that there were only a couple 

of species of electric catfi sh but recent 

taxonomic work has brought this number up 

to 18, all of them from Africa. 

The classic species is Malapterurus 

electricus and while they are available, they 

are a bit of a whopper with adult sizes up 

to 90cm/3ft. Clearly a fi sh this size needs 

a huge tank simply to turn around with any 

degree of comfort so unless you can provide 

this they are best avoided. 

There are several much smaller species 

that are available from time to time with 

adult sizes between 25–50cm/8–20in, but

distinguishing these as juveniles from their

larger cousin can be diffi  cult as they all look

rather similar — basically a pinkish-brown

coloured sausage patterned with a few

dark blotches! 

Perhaps the easiest to identify is the

Small mouth electric catfi sh, Malapterurus 

microstoma, whose narrow head shape 

is quite pronounced compared to other 

species which are typically more blunt 

nosed. Also look out for M . barbatus and 

M. beninensis, which both make occasional 

appearances in the hobby. 

They are relatively easy to maintain with

often the only difficulty being weaning

Q. Can I keep an electric catfi sh in the aquarium?

them onto non-live foods. Their much vaunted 

electrical ability is used to stun prey, as well 

as in defence so dried or dead food sometimes 

doesn’t off er the required stimulus at fi rst, 

however once trained these fi sh can become 

real pets and be fed by hand…but obviously 

with a degree of caution! 

Decor-wise a soft, sandy substrate and 

plenty of hiding places in the form of wood 

and pipework will be appreciated, as will 

some plant growth from hardy species such

as Anubias or Java fern, both of which will be

fi ne in the somewhat subdued light levels 

these largely nocturnal fi sh prefer. Tank 

mates should not be considered due to the 

shocking potential of these fi sh. 

Large external fi lters are recommended to 

deal with the waste these bulky fi sh produce 

and heaters should be external, or at least 

protected by a guard as like many catfi sh, 

Malapterurus seem to love snuggling up 

next to them, and this can cause nasty burns 

on their soft bodies.

BOB MEHEN

Electric catfi sh can be diffi  cult 
to wean onto a ‘dead’ diet.

‘Moss balls’ are 
actually an algae.Tank mates not

recommended...

Q. Can I grow my 
own moss balls?
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I have a Red-bellied piranha tank 

which visitors say is a bit boring. 

Are there any tank mates I can add? 

GARY WILLIAMS, EMAIL

A
Unfortunately not. Piranha are 

best kept singly or in groups 

of their own kind, depending on the 

species. The Red-bellied piranha, 

Pygocentrus nattereri, is gregarious 

in the wild, particularly when young, 

and in an aquarium do best in groups 

of at least six. In smaller groups they 

often turn on one another as they 

jockey for position in the pecking 

order, while singletons tend to be 

nervous. So add more piranhas if 

your tank is big enough. 

Due to their unfortunate Hollywood 

image, your friends were probably 

expecting a swarm of frenzied 

predators baring vicious -looking 

teeth! In truth piranhas are as much 

prey as predator. All sorts of animals 

eat them in the wild, from predatory 

catfi sh through to Amazonian otters, 

and because piranhas live in the 

open river they react nervously to 

any sudden shadow or movement. 

A dark, shady, and quiet tank is 

precisely what your piranhas want.

NEALE MONKS

Q. Can I keep anything 
with piranha?
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Q. How do I move 
my tropical fi sh to 
my new house?

Jonathan Newsom has a tropical community tank and is 
concerned about transporting his set-up safely when he moves 
house. Tetra’s Dave Hulse off ers some advice.
WORDS: DAVE HULSE, TECHNICAL CONSULTANT AT TETRA

drop to 22°C/72°F a couple of days before 
you move. This will mean that when the 
fi sh are transported and acclimatised, the 
temperature drop will be less. Considering 
you only have an hour’s journey, this 
approach may be over-cautious — however 
readers in a similar predicament with a 
much longer journey may fi nd that this 
pre-lowering of the temperature reduces 
temperature change shock to the fi sh on the 
day of the move. The tank in its new location 
can then also run at this lower temperature 
for several days before slowly resuming the 
original value.

One of the most important things to 
take into account when moving your fi sh 
is feeding. Fish with bellies full of food 
produce much more waste and consume 
much more oxygen than fasted fi sh. When 
the fi sh are confi ned to a small space, this 
can be disastrous over many hours. Again 
the short time of the actual move should 

if you’re doing lots of DIY/decorating 
when you fi rst move in. It’s even better if 
your fi sh’s temporary ‘foster parents’ are 
fi shkeepers themselves. 

Preparation is essential
The fi rst and most important thing to do is 
to check the water quality. You need to know 
the pH and hardness level in the tank, so you 
can monitor changes in these parameters 
once the tank has been moved. Also, ensure 
there is no ammonia and nitrite in the water 
prior to the move — this will stress the fi sh 
and make the moving process so much more 
demanding. It’s important to correct any 
water quality issues well before you move 
the tank. 

The fi sh you have are all tropical 
freshwater community species, so I would 
assume you have the tank at around 
24°C/75°F. You could turn the heater 
down slightly to allow the temperature to 

Jonathan’s problem
“I have a 3ft/90cm tank with corys, Neons, 
Dwarf gouramis, Colombian red fi n tetras 
and Harlequins. It has an internal power 
fi lter, gravel, and wood with Anubias 
attached. I’m moving house in a month’s 
time and I’m worried about how to 
transport the fi sh safely and setting up the 
aquarium at the other end. Will the fi lter 
be OK? The journey is about an hour’s 
drive. Please can you advise?

Dave says:
Moving house and moving aquaria are both 
rather stressful events, and if possible it’s 
best to avoid doing both on the same day. 

If you have little time between completion 
and exchanging of contracts you could 
consider setting the tank up temporarily 
with family or friends before moving 
the tank once you have settled into your 
new home. This might also be a good idea 
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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.

keep the bagging time short. However, there 
is another important reason to fast your fi sh 
prior to moving the tank — this relates to the 
biological fi lter bacteria.

Not only do you need to move your fi sh, 
but the unseen heroes of your tank — the 
ammonia and nitrite oxidising bacterial 
populations —need to be brought along too. 
To do this you need to transport the fi lter 
media, gravel and as much of the tank water 
as you can. 

Try to locate plastic jerry cans or lidded 
buckets to transport as much of the tank 
water as possible. Gravel can be carried 
in cardboard boxes lined with large fi sh 
transport bags. Your foam fi lter media 
should also be bagged up. You could even set 
up some additional fi lters on your aquarium 
so that you have more bioactive fi lter media 
to transport and re-establish the tank once 
you have relocated it. 

Safe transport
Transport your fi sh in plastic bags if 
possible, with a single species per bag. As 
you do not have any fi sh with spines you 
should not need to double-bag any of them, 
but readers in a similar situation should 
be aware that many fi sh have potentially 

bag-puncturing spines projecting from 
fi ns, eyes, or caudal peduncles. Examples 
include the eye-spines of Clown loaches 
or the sharp dorsal fi n spines of numerous 
cichlid species. Remember to fi ll the bag 
one third with water and two thirds with air 
and secure tightly.

With fi sh, plants, and gravel all safely 
bagged and secured, place all the bags into 
insulated boxes. Your local fi sh shop may 
be able to supply polystyrene fi sh transport 
boxes, otherwise use cardboard boxes lined 
with copious towels and blankets. 

Now is the time to quickly dismantle 
the tank hardware and get on the move. If 
you are moving the tank at the same time 
as everything else in the house, do the 
aquarium last, to minimise the amount of 
time the fi sh spend in the bag. 

What to do on arrival
Once you get to the new property, set 
up the aquarium before you do 
anything else. Simply locate the 
ideal spot for your tank (away 
from direct sunlight, opening 
doors, speakers and so on). Add 
the gravel and the water you have 
transported and some boiling 
water from the kettle to restore 
the water temperature to what it 
was in the tank immediately prior 
to moving it. 

Give the fi lter(s), time to clear the water of 
suspended solids and then acclimatise your 
fi sh in the usual way, keeping the lights off  
on the tank for the rest of the day.

In the days that follow it’s vital to monitor 
water quality. Is the pH and hardness of 
the water equal to the values prior to the 
move? Rising levels of ammonia and nitrite 
will inform you that the fi lter bacteria have 
not travelled well, and are struggling to 
re-establish their populations. Keep feeding 
at a fraction of the usual level to reduce the 
pressure on these bacteria. Adding a dose 
of Tetra’s SafeStart helps to immediately 
establish a safe biological aquarium 
environment, which allows for the fast 
addition of fi sh. 

Also monitor your tank for leaks; small 
cracks may have appeared in the joints and 
tanks with external pipework may have 
compromised seals. 

Finally, watch your fi sh closely for the 
appearance of diseases like whitespot, 

which can take advantage of fi sh which 
may have been weakened by the 
stress of the move. 

However, I hope the above advice 
can help you minimise stress both on 
the fi sh and yourself!

Tetra SafeStart.

Pack the fi sh in 
plastic bags inside an 

insulated box lined 
with newspaper. Your 
aquatic shop may be 

able to supply you 
with polystyrene fi sh 

transport boxes.
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Mature Honey gouramis 
are easy to sex. The female 
(top) is less orange and 
sports a horizontal bar 
across her body.
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Community fi sh

FISH FACTFILE
●Scientific name: Trichogaster chuna,

(Try-ko-gas-ta chun-ah).

●Origin: Northern India, Bangladesh

and Nepal.

●Habitat: Slow moving rivers and their

floodplains including ponds, lakes,

ditches and flooded fields.

●Size: 6cm/2.4in — females slightly

larger and plumper.

●Temperament: Generally peaceful, but

can be aggressive toward its own kind if

kept in too small a group. Can be

intimidated by larger, fast moving fish.

●Feeding: Good quality small granular

foods are taken with relish, but should

be supplemented regularly with frozen

or live foods such as bloodworm, brine

shrimp and Cyclops.

●Availability and cost: Widely available,

expect to pay from £3 to £5 a fi sh.

Honey gouramis come from 
slow-moving waters in Northern 
India, Bangladesh and Nepal.

Add a little Honey to your community aquarium and
discover the joys of keeping gourami on a small scale.
WORDS: BOB MEHEN

T
he gourami and their relatives 
are a rich hunting ground when 
it comes to aquarium fi sh. A 
winning combination of colour, 

shape, behaviour and adaptability will 
mean there are few fi shkeepers who haven’t 
had one of these air-breathing beauties in 
their tank at some point. 

Hardy perennial favourites such as the 
Pearl, Trichopodus leerii, Moonlight, T. 
microlepis and Three-spot, T. trichopterus, 
are part of the back-bone of the community 
fi sh hobby, while species such as the 

Kissing gourami, Helostoma temminkii, are 
familiar to even non-fi shkeepers thanks to 
their puckering performances. Some 
species are a trifl e more delicate; Chocolate 
gourami, Sphaerichthys osphromenoides, 
are as tempting as their cocoa-based 
namesake, but require conditions few 
community tanks provide. Others such as 
the ubiquitous Dwarf gourami, Trichogaster 
lalius, in its various neon hued forms are 
not quite the hardy choice they once 
were, which means that many newcomers’ 
fi rst dalliance with gourami is short 
and upsetting. 

There is however, a hardy, attractive, 
colourful gourami that won’t grow to the 
size of a small dog, is unlikely to terrorise its 
tank mates and is usually available for just a 
couple of quid — swim forward the lovely 
Honey gourami, Trichogaster chuna, so 
often the bridesmaid and seldom the bride, 
but well worth taking down the fi sh shop 
aisle and back to your tank!

Beauty comes with age 
The common name ‘Honey gourami’, 
conjures up mental images of a warm, 
golden yellow fi sh with a sweet 
temperament, so many newcomers peering 
into stock tanks at their local shop quickly 
turn away and look elsewhere when 
confronted with what is usually a timid 
clutch of beige tiddlers with the occasional 

sensations
brown lateral bar, cowering in a corner. 
However, once settled and mature the 
males at least live up to their sugary 
moniker, while females have a subtle beauty 
of their own. 

This diff erence in adult colouration led to 
early confusion with Scottish physician and 
taxonomist Francis Buchanan-Hamilton 
naming the female and male as two 
separate species, Trichopodus chuna and T. 
sota, back in 1822. 

Once settled happily into a suitably 
furnished aquarium, male fi sh rapidly take 
on a golden yellow hue with a brown lateral 
stripe while females become a softer tan 
colour, marked with a bold chocolate bar 
along their lateral line. But it’s in breeding 
condition that the male’s best colours are 
seen. The yellow body tone warms to a rich 
amber orange, with the head often 
deepening to a delicious burnt red. At the 
same time the throat, belly and anal fi n 
darken to a velvet blue black, often picked 
out with metallic blue fl ecks. The edge of 
both dorsal and anal fi n can also be tipped 
with yellow. ‘Honey’ doesn’t really do these 
fi sh justice!

Despite being fi rst described the better 
part of 200 years ago, Honey gourami are 
relatively recent additions to the hobby, fi rst 
appearing in the 1960s. These early, wild 
caught specimens were considered delicate 
subjects, in much the same way as the 
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Virtually all the Honey 
gourami in the hobby are 

captive-bred.
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At one stage it was thought that 
male and female Honey gourami 
were two diff erent species.

The ‘red’ Honey gourami
is probably a hybrid.

The males are gorgeous little
fish when ready to breed.
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Chocolate gourami, Sphaerichthys sp. are 
nowadays. But many generations of captive 
breeding means that the Honeys we see for 
sale today are more robust in their tolerance 
to water conditions chemically removed 
from their soft, acidic natural preferences. 
Wild specimens are almost unheard of in 
the hobby now, with the vast majority of 
these little fi sh being commercially reared.

The name game
It’s a familiar tale. Just as you get one 
scientifi c name settled in your head, 
alongside a mental image of the fi sh, 
someone comes along and shuffl  es the 
taxonomic pack, and before you know it 
your Corydoras are Scleromystax and your 
Puntius are Sahyadria… 

After Buchanan-Hamilton’s early gender 

based befuddlement, Honey gourami were 
lumbered with two potential species 
names: chuna and sota with at least the 
genus consistent with Trichopodus, which 
basically translates as ‘hair-foot’ in 
reference to their specialised, thread like 
‘feeler’ ventral fi ns. Depending which book 
you’re reading they seem to jump from 
chuna to sota and back again at will! 
However, many of us will know them by the 
now defunct genus name of ‘Colisa’, erected 
erroneously to hold four Indian species by 
George Myers in 1923. If you dig far enough 
back, there is even ‘Polyacantus’ (Greek for 
‘many thorns’), to confuse us further! 

The most recent revision has left us (at 
present) with Trichogaster chuna (‘hair-
stomach’, again in reference to their ventral 
fi ns), with the latter part of the name 

coming from the Bengali native name for 
the fi sh. It seems certain we haven’t seen an 
end to the process!

Honeys at home
Trichogaster chuna is a great choice for 
smaller aquariums where many of the usual 
gourami choices are out of the question. A 
tank with a footprint somewhere above 60 x 
30cm/24 x 12in should be your starting 
point with depth not as critical; like all 
anabantiods or ‘labyrinth’ fi sh, Honey 
gourami need access to the surface to 
breathe atmospheric air, so will spend 
much of their time in the top or mid-waters. 

The descriptions of their natural habitat 
of fl ooded fi elds, sluggish rivers, ponds and 
ditches — the majority of which are full of 
rich plant growth — should be your next 
pointer. These fi sh can be extremely shy 
and skittish in open, brightly lit aquaria, so 
lush, jungle-like planting will be 
appreciated. Floating plants, while not vital, 
will add further security and shade, while 
off ering opportunities for breeding. 

Substrate type is not critical, however the 
muddy nature of much of their wild 
environment is not usually recommended 
in the home aquarium. A layer of sand or 
gravel should suffi  ce unless you are 
considering adding a nutrient-rich planted 
substrate to help encourage the desired 
plant growth further. A scattering of leaf 
litter and branching wood will further add 
to the authentic feel, whilst providing 
tannins and possible sources of 
microscopic food that any fry the fi sh 
produce will benefi t from. 

Tank mates should be chosen with care so 
as not to intimidate the Honeys; a good rule 

Honey monster?
There are selectively bred varieties of Honey 

gourami, including a ‘golden’ form with a 

bright yellow body, as well as a ‘sunset’ 

variety which fades from orange to yellow 

down its body. 

But perhaps the most commonly seen is a 

bright orange-red fi sh, usually sold as ‘Red 

robin’ or similar. This particular variety is 

the subject of some suspicion. Many 

believe, with some justifi cation, that they 

are a hybrid between Honeys and one of 

their close relatives. The general shape of 

these fi sh is often ‘wrong’ compared to their 

supposed wild ancestors, with the body 

often being a little elongate and the head 

shape too shallow. The bold red colouration 

displayed by shop specimens often fades 

over a few months in the home aquarium, 

suggesting these fi sh are fed with colour-

enhancing foods, rich in carotenoids at 

levels not usually found in typical tropical 

fl ake. In addition, they don’t display the 

nuptial colour changes of their naturally 

coloured cousins. Having said all this, they 

make perfectly good community residents 

for those not worried by their potential 

‘mutt’ status.
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Community fish

PFK recommends
●   TANK MATES 

Ember tetra, 
Hyphessobrycon amandae. 
Native to Brazil, the males of these tiny 

tetras truly live up to their glowing name 

with their deep orange colouration.

Rosy loach, 
Petruichthys sp. ‘Rosy’. 
These diminutive loaches come from 

Myanmar and will add movement and 

interest in the lower reaches of the tank, 

without bothering the gourami. 

Salt and pepper cory, 
Corydoras habrosus. 
Another ‘micro-species’, C. habrosus has 

all the charm and comic appeal of its 

larger cory cousins, but in a pint-sized, 

3.5cm/1.25in package.

Green neon rasbora, 
Microdevario kubotai. 
These gorgeous green beauties are 

native to Thailand, not India, so they 

wouldn’t meet up with Honey 

gourami in the wild, but they thrive in 

similar conditions and the two 

should get on well together. 
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THINK  TANK
●  Tank size: 60 x 30cm/24 x 12in  

footprint minimum.
●  Decor: Provide plenty of cover in the 

form of plants and ensure there are  

some shaded areas. Avoid overly-bright 

conditions with these fish.
●  Water conditions: pH 6–7.5. Hardness 

2–16°H.
●  Temperature: 22–28°C/72–82°F.

of thumb is to make sure they are the largest 
fish in the tank, particularly with species 
that share the same upper levels of the 
aquarium. Avoid other anabantoids as well 
as fast moving, restless species. While not 
exactly a shoaling species themselves, 
Honey gourami seem happy in loose 
groupings in the aquarium. Stock too small 
a group and a dominant male may bully the 
others, especially when breeding, but add 
six or more and usually they will co-habit in 
relative peace and you should observe some 
more natural behaviour as the fish pair off 
or spar for dominance.

Making little Honeys
The comparatively small size and peaceful 
nature of these fish makes them the ideal 
choice for a home breeding project. As it 
can be hard to sex immature fish, your best 
bet is to get yourself a group of six or more, 
feed them up and let them settle into their 
new home where they should soon start to 
show characteristics based on their gender. 

In a lightly stocked aquarium breeding 
may proceed without any special 
intervention from the aquarist, but few fry 
are likely to survive long term. If an obvious 
pair develops it’s better to separate them to 
a tank of their own, either filled with more 
plant material or spawning mops and 
filtered by a gentle, air powered filter. Once 
settled and conditioned they should breed 
in a manner similar to many gourami, with 
the male building a small bubblenest at the 
surface, often among plant stems or roots. 
He will then chase and court the female, 
with receptive females squaring up to him, 
and both fish touching each other with their 
sensitive ventral fins. If successful, the male 

and female will wrap around each other, 
laying and fertilising the eggs. 

After several of these encounters the 
female will be chased away and is best 
removed, at which point the male will 
begin collecting the eggs and spitting them 
into his bubblenest, which he will 
maintain until the eggs hatch (typically 24 
to 36 hours) and the nest starts to 
disintegrate. Remove the male at this point 
to prevent cannibalism. 

The fry are microscopic, so first foods 
can be hard to source, but many breeders 
note success when the fry are kept in tanks 
with a layer of mulm at the bottom or 
when foam filter media is squeezed into 
the tank water, offering microscopic 
grazing opportunities for the fry. After 
around a week, the fry should be big 
enough to take brine shrimp nauplii, 
Microworms and other small foods. Like 
many anabantoid species, the fry are 
extremely sensitive to cold drafts, so tight 
fitting covers are a must and any water 
changes should be done using water of the 
same temperature as that in the tank. 
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The Four-spot eartheater is a
cichlid that demands a little more 
in the way of care and attention, 
but it’s so worth it.

WORDS AND PHOTOGRAPHY: RADEK BEDNARCZUK

What’s in a name?
Satanoperca comes from the

ancient Greek, meaning

‘Satan’s perch’, while acuticeps 

translates from the Latin as 

acutus: pointed or sharp, and 

-ceps: headed.

DEM   NS
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Cichlids

FISH  FACTFILE
●   Common name: Four-spot eartheater.

●   Scientifi c name: Satanoperca acuticeps 

(Sat-an-oh-perc-ah ack-oo-tee-keps).

● Size: 12cm/4.8in or more.

●   Temperament: Shy, gentle. Easily 

intimidated by tank mates.

●   Feeding: Small-sized fl ake, sinking and 

frozen foods. Include some fi bre in 

the diet. 

●   Ease of keeping: Experience required.

●   Availability and cost: Occasionally 

available, price around £7.50 upwards

The Four-spot eartheater 
is native to the central 

Amazon basin in Brazil.
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I
have to confess to a weakness — I’m 
a great fan of South American 
cichlids, especially the eartheaters. 
The genus Satanoperca is one with 

which I am particularly enthralled. My 
adventure with eartheaters began with this 
genus, and I still have a major soft spot for it. 

Many years ago I started with the less 
demanding species: S. jurupari and S. 
leucosticta; having gained some experience, 
I set up tanks for the more diffi  cult S. 
daemon and S. lilith. After years of practice I 
felt it was time to try my hand S. acuticeps, 
which I managed to acquire wild-caught. 

At fi rst glance S. acuticeps can be 
diff erentiated from other representatives of 
the genus by four distinct spots on the 
fl anks, which are the reason why this 
species is commonly traded as Satanoperca 
‘Four-spot’. 

These cichlids came to me straight from 
the heart of the Amazon jungle. I will not go 
on here about the state of their health — I 
don’t want to scare you with the details. I 
will only say that their frayed fi ns paled into 
insignifi cance in comparison with the 
HITH I had to battle. Alas, a few specimens 
left my tank for ever, but those that survived 
and reached sexual maturity are still around 
today to enchant me with their beautiful 
colours and good health. 

These magical, demonic fi sh are 
worthwhile devoting time in TLC to get 
them into full health — even if takes a 
year or more, as it was in my case.  
When compared to other eartheaters, S. 
acuticeps is an icon of gentleness, delicacy 
and subtlety.

In the aquarium
These eartheaters usually grow to a little 
over 12cm/4.8in; however, some well-fed 

specimens may even exceed 20cm/8in. 
Their body is strongly elongated, and they 
spend most of the day digging in the 
substrate in search of food, so the tank does 
not have to be tall. It’s the footprint that is 
more important — at least 50cm/20in wide 
and 120cm/48in or more in length.

The substrate should be a layer of fi ne, 
smooth-edged sand — not too white — as 
the fi sh will be sifting it to separate organic
from inorganic matter. S. acuticeps is 
relatively shy, so numerous hiding places
should be provided in the form of tree
branches, driftwood, petrifi ed wood and
plants. Java fern can be attached to a
piece of driftwood with fi shing line, as
can Anubias. 

Leave plenty of free, uncluttered space in
the middle of the tank or along the sides,
where the fi sh can swim freely. Lighting
should be subdued, not too bright, the
current slow, water soft (use RO water
mixed with tapwater) and well aerated. Add
tannins to the water using peat in the filter.
On the bottom you could place a few
Catappa leaves or pieces of bark or oak
leaves, which will enrich the water with
humic substances. You should also take
care to keep the level of nitrogen 
compounds low, which makes the weekly
water changes mandatory. Maintain the
temperature at around 28°C/82°F.

A diet for demons
Because these cichlids are shy, they have to 
become accustomed to your presence from 
the very beginning. At fi rst they will retreat 
in a panic into the recesses of the tank, 
hiding in the corners as soon as the aquarist 
approaches. Therefore, every time you 
come near the tank you should reward them 
with some tasty morsel or other. After a 

Off ering food every time you 
approach the tank will soon get these 
timid fi sh used to your presence.

while they will catch on and begin to 
associate your presence with something 
good, so they will swim up to the front glass 
of their own accord. I accustomed them to 
Spirulina fl akes, and granulated dry food 
— the kind that promptly falls to the bottom. 
I also used colour-enhancing food with high 
carotenoid content, as well as frozen foods: 
Daphnia, glassworms, Krill, black mosquito 
larvae, adult Artemia and bloodworms. I 
also gave them shrimp-mix, to provide fi bre. 

Weekly water changes are 
essential for these eartheaters.

Provide fi ne, smooth 
edged sand for these 

fi sh to sift for food.
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The coloration of this species is strongly
dependent on the food the fish receive
— you can see the results in the photos.
They should be fed a few times a day in
small portions. The food itself should not be
too large, either — you must observe closely
to see whether they actually eat it, or take it
in their mouths only to spit it out. You have
to give them what they like most, and on
which they will grow best. 

If there are other fi sh in the tank that will 
compete with your S. acuticeps, you might 
discover that your eartheaters are 
practically starving — being of peaceful 
temperament these fi sh often lose the 
battle for food. So if you intend to mix them 
with other fi sh it’s important to choose 
their companions from species that are low 
in aggression. 

Easily bullied
At fi rst I kept my S. acuticeps with other 
eartheaters in the form of Geophagus and 
Guianacara. However, I soon discovered 
that the explosive temperament of the other 

Ensure you leave plenty 
of free swimming space 

in the tank layout.
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two is not compatible with the very 
peaceful and timid S. acuticeps, which were 
simply dominated by the other fi sh. 

For that reason I moved them to another 
aquarium containing Dicrossus, which then 
served as dither fi sh, making them bolder. 
This turned out to be a good decision, 
because at last I was able to observe the 
whole range of behaviours of these 
interesting fi sh, which had been confi ned 
previously to the corners of the aquarium 
out of fear. 

While these fi sh are delicate and peaceful, 
once they have reached sexual maturity 
intraspecifi c aggression can be observed.
There are frequent squabbles, involving
mouth-wrestling and pushing at each other,
mouth-locking, gill fl aring, fi n spreading
and threat displays. 

Avoid stress
Stress has a number of causes. Aggressive
companions, overstocking, lack of hiding
places, incorrect chemical and physical
water parameters, old, rarely changed water
(which translates into a high level of
nitrogen compounds), monotonous food
lacking in fi bre, and restricted freedom of
movement — all this lowers the immunity
of these eartheaters, and that in turn often
leads to HITH. 

At one point I observed lesions in the head
area of one of my fi sh, which strongly
suggested HITH. However, once I improved
the living conditions in the aquarium,
enriched their food with vitamins, reduced
overstocking (removing other, aggressive
species), added some hiding places and
improved water quality (more frequent
water changes) the wounds soon began to
heal. Naturally, it was a process that took a
long time — 12 weeks or more. 
Unfortunately, this species is very 
susceptible to this disease, so always pay
special attention to the living conditions
you provide. 

As an interesting aside I will also mention
that some wild-caught specimens have a

PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING

distinct concavity in the head area, most 
likely a result of long-term 
undernourishment. If they are young, 
however, quality food can really work 
miracles — although once again this also 
takes time. 

Breeding your demons
Remember to keep your Four-spot
eartheaters in groups of five or more. They
will be bolder, so you will be able to witness 
their interesting social behaviours — and 
there will be a chance to see them pairing 
off  and fi nally reproducing. 

At a length of 12–15cm/4.8–6in, these fi sh 
will be fully sexually mature and begin to 
form pairs. The females are usually more 
rounded than the males, while in males the 
ventral spines, as well as the third, fourth 
and fi fth soft dorsal rays are usually 
more elongated. 

When a pair has formed, the male 
establishes his territory and entices the 
female there; if things are going well, the 
fi sh proceed to dig a pit — usually all the way 
to the bottom of the tank. It is there that the 
female begins to lay the greyish and 
yellowish-green eggs (usually around 
200 in number), which are fertilised by 
the male. 

Then, for camoufl age, the female buries 
them in the sand — fi ne sand is a must here, 
as otherwise the eggs will be smothered due 
to lack of oxygen. 

At spawning time the colouring of the fi sh 
undergoes a radical change; both parents 
exhibit sooty-black breeding coloration, 
the vertical bands on the fl anks become 
more distinct, and the female’s lips also 
turn black. 

After about 48 hours, depending on the 
temperature, the larvae hatch, at which 
point they are freed from the egg casings 
and moved to another location. 

After a few days the fry will have resorbed 
their yolk sacs, and it’s time to start feeding 
them. Start off  with the smallest food 
available, then move on to freshly hatched 
Artemia nauplii. 

THINK  TANK
●  Size: 120cm/48in length minimum 

and at least 50cm/20in wide. Depth is 

less important for these bottom-

dwelling fi sh.
●  Type: Species or community with 

peaceful soft-water fi sh.
●  Decor: Fine sand substrate, plants 

and wood. Allow plenty of free 

swimming space.
●  Water chemistry: Soft and acidic.
●  Temperature: 28°C/82°F.

5 essentials for success 
●   Fine, sandy substrate.
●   Soft, acidic water.
●   Low levels of nitrate.
●   Non-aggressive tank mates.
●   Varied diet, rich in fi bre.

 Mouth-wrestling is common 
in sexually mature fi sh.

Expect some squabbles 
and threat displays.

Avoid tank mates that might 
prove even slightly aggressive 
if you want these fi sh to thrive.
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Click & Collect Service

It is now possible to have
access to the entire range of
Hugo Kamishi products fro
your nearest store, even if

they do not stock them!

Hugo now has a brand new
website that allows you

to buy any of the amazing
products in the range and

have them delivered to your
nearest participating store

for you to collect.

Want
more

choice?

XXX�IVHPLBNJTIJ�DPN t XXX�IVHPLBNJTIJ�DPN t XXX�IVHPLBNJTIJ�DPN

NEW ACRYLIC 80L Mi TANK NOW AVAILABLE

From all good aquatics stores listed on Hugo’s dealer locator.

FRESHW
OR MA
dome

flat

®

More than 175 different 

species of aquatic plants 

available, bred in Holland.

Sold in 5cm pots and leaded 

bunches.  Many Echinodorus, 

Anubias and Cryptocoryne 

species are available as 

mother plants too. 

Floating pond plants such as 

water hyacinths and water 

lettuce, are available in 

season, including JUMBO 

sizes!

We also offer beautiful 

plants on bogwood and 

plants on coconut.

Aquatic plants

� 3P]L ÄZO�MVVK�

� -YVaLU�ÄZO�MVVK 

� +Y` MVVK 

� 9LW[PSL�MVVK

� Aquatic plants 

� 7VUK�WSHU[Z  

� ,HZ`�3PML�WYVK\J[Z

0031 412 - 639 618 

0031 412 - 623 052 

sales@aquadip.com 

www.aquadip.com

MYVaLU

ÄZO MVVK

Contact us now to find
your local stockist!

Award winning 100 gram 

blisters in 35 different 

flavours. 500 and 1000 

gram packaging also 

available and in stock!

KY`�MVVK

SP]L�ÄZO�MVVK

LHZ`�SPML�

WYVK\J[Z

45 different foods for 

goldfish, tropicals and 

marines and 

turtles. Available in 100ml, 

250ml, 1000ml pots and 

in BULK.

Enriched Brine shrimp, 

Nauplii, Daphnia, 

Glassworm, Tubifex,

Small- and Large 

Bloodworm and 

Rivershrimps.

In bags, ready to sell!

Distributor of  Easy-Life 

products. Famous for

EasyCarbo and ProFito

and more plant fertilisers

and water treatments
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Make maintenance
simpler with Hagen’s new

Fluval AquaVac+.

Competition
Total

price fund
£499.99

● By entering this competition you agree that Bauer Consumer Media (publishers of
Practical Fishkeeping magazine) can keep you up to date by email and free mobile
messaging with fantastic offers and promotions. ● We promise that you can unsubscribe
at any time if you don’t find them interesting, and you’ll only get messages about things
that we’ve chosen especially for you from ourselves and our network of great partners
whose products and services we think you’ll enjoy. ● For our privacy policy please go to
www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

Name 

Address 

 

 

 

Postcode                                          Tel. no.                                        

Email address 

Answer the following question to be in with a chance 

of winning one of the AquaVac+ cleaners:

The Fluval range is produced by which well known manufacturer?

.......................................................................................................................................

COMPETITION ENTRY FORM

� Terms and conditions. Photocopies will be accepted, but only one entry per envelope will be entered. 
Open to UK residents only. Closing date for entries is October 27, 2015. Prize winners will be notifi ed 
by post. No prizes can be returned or cash alternative given and no correspondence will be entered 
into by the promoter. The promoter accepts no responsibility for resultant loss or damage to person’s 
properties (other than death or personal injury due to negligence of the promoters or their agents) 
as a result of these prizes being awarded. Prizes will be despatched 28 days after the closing date. We 
reserve the right to feature the names, photographs and locations of the winners.

For your opportunity to win this great prize, simply answer the 

question below and post this form to Practical Fishkeeping 

magazine, Fluval Competition, PO Box 57, Coates, Peterborough 

PE7 2FF. Or, email your answer along with your full name and 

address to competitions@practicalfi shkeeping.co.uk Entries must 

be received by October 27, 2015.

WIN 
a Fluval AquaVac+ cleaner
Be one of the very fi rst to own a brand new Fluval AquaVac+ 
cleaner from Rolf C. Hagen — we have ten to give away in this 
great competition, each worth £49.99.

T
he Fluval AquaVac+ is new from 
Rolf C. Hagen. Ideal for super 
quick and eff ective cleaning, the 
cordless Aquavac+ off ers a 

convenient battery-powered operation and 
replaceable fi lters to reduce and simplify 
maintenance time. 

With its intelligent 2-in-1 design, this 
vacuum doubles as both a gravel cleaner 
and water change system. Powerful suction 
and an optional long-reach nozzle easily 
remove waste and debris even in those 
hard-to-reach areas, while one simple turn 
of a lever activates the water change feature 
— with no more syphoning or annoying 
watery messes to clean up!

Maintenance made easy!
With one simple hose connection and turn 
of a lever, you can perform seamless water 
changes to reduce pollutants and 
impurities and maintain healthy 
 conditions — all without any manual 
syphoning required. 

 
On-the-spot cleaning
For eff ective fi ltering and overall 
reduction of maintenance time the 
integrated fi lter cartridge traps waste and
debris while allowing water to pass back
into the aquarium.

More info: Contact Rolf C. Hagen on 
01977 556622 or visit the website at 
www.fl uvalaquatics.com

The Fluval AquaVac+ 
includes:
OAquaVac water changer and

gravel cleaner

O Foam pad

O 10cm/4in mini nozzle

O 20cm/8in long nozzle

O 1.2m, 12mm diameter/4ft, 0.5in

diameter hosing

O Two “C” batteries

O Fine filter pad.
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THE FISH PEOPLE
 Established for 25 Years

Tropical and Coldwater
Aquatics Sales

and Advice Centre
Rift Valley, South and Central American Cichlid Specialists

Pond Supplies and Fish for the Outdoors
Predatory Fish also available in store!

tel: 01535 680195
37 Aireworth Road, Stockbridge Keighley West Yorkshire BD21 4DN

  
 MARINE 
��.CTIG�UGNGEVKQP�QH�ƂUJ��.25��525���UQHV�EQTCNU�

 TROPICAL 
� &KUEWU��%QT[FQTCU��2NGEoU��6GVTC��.KXG�$GCTGTU���/CNCYK�ƂUJ�

�%1.&�9#6'4 
��)QNFƂUJ��5JWDWPMKP��(CPVCKNU�HQT�RQPF���CSWCTKWO�

RING FOR AVAILABILITY

Stockists of Seachem, Juwel, Eheim, Hagen, Arcadia, 
D+D, T.M.C, Aquavitro & much more.

Lynwood Aquatics
Established for 38 years

One of the largest 
aquatic stores!!

Visit our facebook page  
to see the video.

Tel:  020 8391 2613
www.lynwoodaquatics.co.uk

317 - 321 Hook Rise South, Tolworth, 

Surbiton, Surrey KT6 7LS

THE AQUATIC DESIGN CENTRE
Largest retail aquatic shop in central
London minutes from Oxford Circus

Everything for the Aquascaping Enthusiast,…..
ADA Nature, TMC, Dennerle etc….

+350 tanks of Tropical Fish, Aquatic Plants,
0DULQH ¿VK DQG 5DULWLHV

([WHQVLYH 6KRZ 5RRP RI 3ODQWHG $TXDULXPV�«
/RQGRQ¶V 5HWDLOHU RI WKH \HDU �����
Award winning aquascaped aquaria

Professional Design, Manufacture, Installation &
Servicing. Film and Aquarium Hire

2SHQ� 0RQ�7KXUV ��DP��SP� )UL ��DP��SP�
6DW ��DP��SP� 6XQ ��DP��SP

107-109 Great Portland Street,
London W1W 6QG

Shop Tel: 02075806764
Design: 02076366388

www.aquaticdesign.co.uk
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See our website and social media for more info

www.wharfaquatics.co.uk

Now open 7 days a week
65-67 Wharf Road, Pinxton, Notts. NG16 6LH Tel: 01773 861255

SIX-TIME WINNER
OF TOP UK

AQUATIC RETAILER

ESTABLISHED FOR ALMOST 30 YEARS

NG 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



Digital Photo magazine 
brought to life on iPad 

The Digital Photo app is designed from the ground up to 
bring a complete photography experience to your Apple iPad 

and features embedded video lessons to help you learn 
essential techniques – fast!

Experience the beauty of
Planet Photo in all its glory on the
iPad’s high resolution screen

Learn core skills in Photoshop
and tap on the pic to watch video
lessons directly within the app

Swipe and tap your way
through the magazine with its 
plethora of interactive features

Available now at www.greatmagazines.co.uk/dp



PFKNewGear
The latest fishkeeping products, tried and tested. 

www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

FIRST SIGHT

Cuddly plecs, complete 
with suckermouths.

P
eople love suckermouthed cats. 
And people love fluffy toys. It was 
only a matter of time before 
someone had the foresight to 

combine the two in a crazed hybridisation 
of catfish and fluff. The result? Plush plecos. 

These things bring me an ineffable degree 
of joy, I’m not ashamed to admit. There are 
presently five designs to choose from, with 
Emperor (black with white flashes), Marble 
(yup, it’s white and marbled), Royal (exact 
taxonomy pending), Sunshine (black body, 
gold spots) and the classic Zebra (don’t 
make me describe what a zebra looks like). 

What’s inspired is that these are 
suckermouths. As in, they have suckers. 
Suckers for mouths. Simple as cat’s eyes in 
the road, but now I’ve seen it, I can’t believe 
I never thought of it myself before.  Lick ‘em 
and stick ‘em to things, and if you’re a 

Plecostomus plush from greenpleco.com

catfish fan you won’t be disappointed. 
Straight up.

The Plush plecos are 12in long (30cm for 
we metric folks) and pretty anatomically 
correct. Fins are where fins should be, 
markings tally up well, and they even have 
loricariid lips in front of the suckers. Hand 
them to an expert, and they could probably 
sex them for you. 

I’m in no position to say how hardwearing 
they are, as I’ve not had them long enough. 
Mine have been on my face, my glasses, my 
headphones, my desktop screen, wall and a 
couple of skateboards, and if I still had a 
motorbike I’d have stuck one on that. They 
seem robust enough, but I reckon an 
overzealous kid could have the eyes off and 
the sucker out, though I guess that’s the 
same with lots of stuffed toys. If my dog got 
hold of one, I’d give it about 30 seconds. 

They’re made of synthetic acrylic fibre, so 
no animals were harmed in the making of, 
and they’re not recommended for children 
under three. But let’s be honest, none of us 
are buying these for our kids, are we?

The only downside is that they’re based in 
America, so while not pricey, the freight is 
more than the price of the toy. At time of 
writing, it’s $12.99 freight for one or two of 
them, and $22 for a set of five. 

There are a few price options, but 
individual plush plecos will cost you $11.99 
(plus freight), while a set of five is $49.99 
(plus freight). Remember, that’s dollars, not 
pounds, so not quite as harsh as it looks. 

There are more on the way, too. Including 
glow in the dark Green and Blue phantoms. 
I feel like a big kid all over again. 

More info at http://greenpleco com/ 
NATHAN HILL
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FIRST SIGHT

Angel AP1 Premium Aquarium LED
If you love technology (which I
don’t) and you adore all things
wifi (which I don’t) and
especially love things with
limited manual control (which I
really, really don’t), then you’ll
do backflips for the Angel AP1
from Euroquatics. And I have to
admit that despite my own
personal stumbling blocks, it
still won me over, and that’s
saying something.

From the offset, my own
experience was a struggle.
Trialling the unit in the office
involved trying to find non-
existent routers, searching for
apps that iTunes told me didn’t
exist, and watching computers
doing nothing. But hey, I’m
awful with anything that
involves this kind of technology.
That’s not really the unit’s fault.

So what is the AP1? It’s a
powerhouse of a light that
guzzles up to 150W of LED
power to produce more light
than an equatorial sun through
a magnifying glass.

Physically, it’s compact,
around the same size of the old
250W metal halide units it has
usurped. It’s 34cm long, 18cm
wide and 4cm tall, with the
LEDs in grids either side of the
central (rather large) fan.

You can mount it using the
mounting points built into the
top of the unit, and though
some sturdy hooks come in the
package, there are no
suspension cables included;
you’re on your own with
that one.

The light that comes out of
this brute is intense. The parent
company behind Angel —

Gavita in Holland
— knows a thing or two
about lighting, being
immersed in worldwide
hydroponics supply. Their
plasma lights are used in the
Netherlands for coral
aquaculture, and I feel pretty
safe in their hands.

AP1 comes with 42 LEDs
(you’re forgiven for thinking
there are 50, but the one on
each corner is a blank), over a
mix of seven channels — warm
white (x6), cool white (x12),
blue (x6), royal blue (x6), UV
(x8), red (x2) and green (x2).
For those cynics wondering
what degree of UV we’re talking

150W of LED power

Set the mood

There are 42 LEDs (the
one on each corner is
a blank), over a mix of
seven channels.

Lighting spectrum, showing an impressive blue ‘twin’ peak.

There’s a range of pre-set
lighting modes and moods to 
choose from.

here, the specifications state 
‘below 400nm’ which is a little 
loose, but still impressive. 

Programming and playing 
takes a few forms. The manual 
setting is basic at best, and 
involves pressing the 
configuration button without 
having the device connected via 
wifi. This gives one of seven 
light option, from 100% (all 
LEDs at full whack) down to 
10%, or 20, 15, 12 and 10K 
settings respectively. Plug it 
into a timer, and it’ll remember 
that setting every time it goes 
off and on again. Once you’ve 
connected it up via wifi, though, 
that manual setting is gone. 

Connect it up to a tablet via 
wifi and you’ve many more 
options. There is some faff here, 
as firstly you need to download 
the app, which my iTunes 
search engines were adamant 
did not exist. Eventually finding 
and installing it (it’s free to 
download), you then need to 
connect the device, which our 

iPad struggled to do. Cue resets, 
cable pulling and frustration. 

Once eventually in, you get a 
heap of different pre-set modes 
to run the light through. You set 
the time, pop into the program 
options, and away you go — 
scroll through and find what 
you like. The programs ramp up 
and down throughout the day, 
running through set timescales 
(Fiji sunset, for example, runs 
from 7am to 9pm, while the 10K 
day setting runs from 6am to 
7pm). The visual difference 
between each is obvious.

As well as the programs, you 
also have ‘mood’ options. These 
are short term options that 
override the main functionality 
of the light to give a desired 
effect. For example, you have 
‘dinner party’ which provides a 
cool, clean light. Just go to the 
moods options on the tablet, 
choose which you like, plus the 
duration, and off it goes. It goes 
without saying that the 
omnipresent ‘thunderstorm’ 
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The Angel AP1 off ers a huge 
range of lighting options.

www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

Gear guide

Verdict
As frustrated as I was

with finding a way into the

software and link up, it is

intuitive enough once

you’re there. It’s sturdy,

well built, tidy, and pumps

out so much light that the

whole office wailed and

squinted when I first fired it

up. Very impressive stuff

from Euroquatics. Here’s

hoping that there’s more

to come.

OEase of use: 3/5

OFeatures: 4/5

OValue for money: 4/5

OOverall score: 4/5

OPrice: €519.99 plus VAT

OMore info: www.

euroquatics.com

4/5

Customise your
aquarium lighting

Connect to a PC and create
your own settings and moods.

Seamless tank with soft start
lighting from Hagen

A matching cabinet is an
optional extra for the two
larger aquariums.

The new 
Marina Vue aquarium.

also lives in here should you 
ever hope to expose your fi sh 
to an apocalyptic lightshow 
of fl ashes. 

Hook it up to a PC and the 
world opens up before you. 
Tweak, tweak and tweak again. 
Create your own settings for 
daily running, create your own 
moods, tweak your timescales 
— do whatever you want to do, 
save it off  and enjoy. In doing 
this, I’d recommend having a 
PAR meter to hand (I’ve lost 
mine, so was denied this option) 
so you can fi gure out exactly 
where is getting how much light 
throughout the day. You’ve the 
option for a colour temperature 
that runs anywhere from 
6,400K to over 20,000K 
(though these extreme settings 
wouldn’t allow for the full 150W 
utility of the Angel), so you 
really can tailor to suit.

There are some failsafe design 
features, like the dimming of 
LEDs in the event of a 
catastrophic overheat, and you 
also have the options to change 
lenses pending your 
requirements (replacement 
lenses not supplied). 

It’s too early to tell how good 
this thing will be with long-
term coral care, but my 
expectations at this stage are 

very high. With the amount of 
controllability, there’s no 
reason not to fi nd a combo 
that’ll work with pretty much 
anything marine. 

Oh, and you’ll need an allen 
key if you want to open it up. 
Also note that it belts out a lot 
of heat when it’s running, so 
follow the instructions of 
keeping it at least 25cm/10in 
above the water’s surface.
NATHAN HILL

Rolf C. Hagen has launched the Marina Vue Aquarium. This latest 

addition to its range of tanks has a seamless design to give 

unobstructed viewing and features soft start energy effi  cient LED 

lighting, which helps reduce stress to your fi sh. The lighting also 

has a touch control to off er a diff erent ambience of bright day or 

deep blue night time at the touch of a button. 

The Marina Vue comes with a Marina i series internal fi lter 

system with a three-stage fi ltration process. The quick change fi lter 

and waterfall spout improves oxygenation while trapping and 

removing any debris.

The Marina Vue is available in 32 l/7 gal, 60 l/13 gal and 87 l/19 

gal sizes. The 87 l/19 gal model comes with a heater. 

A matching light oak cabinet is available separately for the 

Marina Vue 60 and 87.

For further information contact Rolf C. Hagen (UK) Ltd on 01977 

556622 or visit www.hagen.com
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ON TEST

Verdict
It goes in, it makes

things clean. Just watch

your filter like a hawk

during use if you want to

avoid blockages.

O Ease of use: 5/5

O Features: 3/5

O Value for money: 5/5

O Overall score: 4/5

O Price: 100ml £12.99

O More info: www.bio8.

co.uk

4/5

A little late in the year to start
ranting and raving about
pond treatments, perhaps, but 
this one really does deserve 
a mention. 

I’ve been undecided about 
pond cleaners in general for 
decades now, and by undecided 
I mean unconvinced. Many I’ve 
come across have just been 
fl occulants, clumping a little 
algae or dirt together at best, 
while some others have been 
about as eff ective as 
homeopathy. 

Envii Pond Klear, or EPK as 
I’ll call it, is a bacterial based 
liquid that you add directly to 
water, and I’ve been playing 
with a half-dozen bottles of it in 
diff erent circumstances. 

In fact, I went slightly further 
than just playing with it, 
sending a couple of bottles out 
‘blind’ to testers, without labels 
and only with instructions 
rewritten by myself. This way, 
they didn’t know what results 
they were even looking for, and 

Envii Pond Klear from Bio8

couldn’t really be biased. Add it, 
they were told, at a set dose rate, 
and tell me what happened. 

As bacterial supplements go, 
this one has a unique selling 
point. While not being what I’d 
class as a survivor of extreme 
temperatures, the bacterial 
strain that Bio8 uses does pretty 
well in conditions that suppress 
and inhibit others. I’ve not had a 
chance to test it at such 
extremes myself, but the claim 
of the manufacturers is that it’ll 
function down at 4°C, and even 
shows a continued (if slower) 
performance at 2°C. Given that 
folk wisdom dictates that most 
biological supplements stop 
functioning below 8–10°C or so, 
that’s quite a diff erence.

How does Bio8 manage this? 
Apparently the bacterial strain 
used is a USA import, 
discovered in a North American 
stream. In that respect, we can 
say it’s likely dissimilar to the 
strains we’ve met before.

EPK claims to be good against 

green water, sludges and other 
algae. From the feedback of 
my test subjects, I’m inclined 
to agree that it has some eff ect 
on these. 

Of the six ponds it was used 
on, four reported a marked 
improvement, while one 
reported minimal change, and 
the last (which was/is an 
absolute pigsty) has had no 
change and remains an 
ongoing project. To be fair, the 
last pond in question has 
recently lost its UV, was 
subject to huge water changes 
and stirring of muck, plus it 
had been unloved for some 
considerable time, so we were 
asking a lot of it. 

The ponds which noted an 
improvement (plus one where 
water clarity appears to be the 
same) all followed a similar 
pattern. The pond would 
initially show no physical 
change, followed by clumping 
of debris and chunks of 
fl oating muck forming on the 

surface, followed by increased 
strain on the fi lter as detritus 
was trapped out, followed by 
clearer water and less algae or 
sludge (excepting the one case 
on this last point). There are too 
many variables for me to say 
conclusively whether the EPK 
was the only factor in this 
change (and my crude, childish 
method was hardly scientifi c), 
but I do know that aside the 
addition of the EPK, one pond 
had absolutely no other 
infl uence on it; it was left alone 
to do its thing.

In a nutshell, it appears to 
work in a majority of cases.

One key advantage of EPK, 
assuming its claims of low 
temperature activation hold, is 
that it is possible to kick start a 
pond earlier in the season than 
has traditionally been the case, 
and this point alone could 
change the face of pondkeeping. 
NATHAN HILL

Post usage, most ponds 
showed a diff erence. 

Pre use: green and 
sludge prevails.

Post use: clarity is 
improved considerably!
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ON  TEST

Verdict
The perfect compliment

to a luxury marine tank,

like an expensive lighter

for a cigar fan, or a Tag

Huer watch for a Bentley 

driving golf player. Take 

note now, this is the

perfect Christmas pressie 

for a serious reefer.

OEase of use: 5/5

OFeatures: 5/5

OValue for money: 3/5

OOverall score: 4/5

OPrice: £79.99

OMore info:

ecotechmarine.com

As soon as you feel the 

weight of the sturdy (real) 

wooden box, you know 

you’re in for a treat with this 

kit. In true Ecotech style, the 

box is more than just for 

show, too. Perfectly fl at and 

crafted from bamboo, it 

doubles as a cutting board 

for corals. A nice touch, as 

long as you want function 

over form.

Inside you get tools 

featuring some of the fi nest 

crafting I’ve seen in years, 

and I say that as someone 

who hoards aquascaping 

gear. You get 16cm tweezers 

that don’t do that annoying 

Coral Propagation Toolkit from Ecotech Marine
‘outwards bowing’ thing when 

compressed; you get 15cm 

scissors that are sharper than 

a 1980s Richard Prior skit; 

bone cutting forceps of 19cm 

and enough leverage for some 

major cutting; 25.5cm soft 

coral clamps with a locking 

clip; 75ml of coral glue (this 

stuff  is brutal, having 

accidentally covered my hands 

with it before) and 18 of 

Ecotech’s own design of coral 

plug. 

There’s not a great deal I can 

say other than everything in 

the kit works exactly as well as 

you’d hope. The cutters cut, the 

tweezers tweeze, the clamps 

clamp, and the glue could 

probably plug an active 

volcano, it’s that powerful. 

The plugs are designed to 

work with egg crate, and you 

get three colours for no 

specifi ed reason. The shape 

also means they work well if 

you’re using bands to hold 

corals in place instead of glue.

If you’ve got something that 

needs fragging, this kit has 

everything you need to get 

going. Brace yourself for the 

price though, because it’s not 

pennies. Then again, there’s 

not much about high-end 

reefkeeping that is cheap. 

NATHAN HILL

Soft coral clamps

Coral glue

Coral plugsTweezersScissors

Bone-cutting scissors
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KIT ME OUT FOR
 a high energy aquascape

1 Tank 
If you’re fl ush, then go for the best. ADA’s 

Cube garden 60-P model (60 x 30 x 36cm) is 

the tank that many ’scapers crave; 6mm, low 

iron glass with extra high clarity. Not cheap, 

but oh so pretty. Price £114.95.

2 Cabinet
Shown is the do!aqua cabinet with handles/

holes either side to let pipework through while 

you hide everything in the cabinet. This is one 

of the nicest base units you’ll fi nd. Price 

£279.99.

3 Filter
Externals are the way to go for in-tank 

minimalism, so source up a reliable canister 

like a Fluval 206 to give a good 10x hourly 

turnover. Price £109.99.

4 Lily pipes
Delicate, maybe, but pro ’scapers wouldn’t be 

seen with anything but glass inlets and 

outlets like these from gUSH. Prices £37.99 

oPipe 17mm lily pipe; £37.99 gPipe 17mm 

infl ow pipe.

5 Heater
You’ll spoil your looks if you go for an in-tank 

heater, so plump for the inline Hydor ETH 300 

external heater. Price £70.39.

6 Lighting
Lights are everything in a planted set up, so 

don’t scrimp. You won’t go far wrong with the 

likes of a Dennerle Scaper’s 24W LED. 

Price £89.99.

7 CO2 regulator
You want a gas control with solenoid valve so 

that you can put it on a timer. The whole scene 

seems to love the CO2 Art twin gauge 

regulator, and so do we! Price £42.99.

8 Gas supply
You can use a designated CO2 unit, but for me, 

it’s a no-brainer to go for a fi re extinguisher. 

2kg should last you a fair few months! Price 

from £30.

9 Plug-in timers
Make sure your lights and gas come on at set 

times every day to avoid algae. A couple of 

simple plug-in timers will sort this for you. 

Price around £5 or less.

 Are plants tickling your aquarium senses? You might 
want to consider an aquascape, but if you do take the 
plunge you’ll want to do it right. Here’s what you need.

10 Diff user
In-tank diff users can be pretty enough, but for 

many the real delight — and the way to hide it 

from view — is to have an inline diff user like 

the UP atomiser system. Price £38.99.

11 Drop checker
No idea why it’s called a drop checker, but a 

pretty in-tank CO2 indicator is a must with 

injection. Something like the gUSH glass drop

checker will see you right. Price £17.99.

12 Substrate
Happy root growth loves slow release 

nutrients, and TMC’s Nutrasoil is a natural 

looking, complete option that carpet plants 

love. Five litres should give you an even layer 

across a 60cm/24in tank. Comes in either 

brown or black. Price: £22.99

13 Wood
Redmoor root is a tangly, pretty option. 

Soak the root for a good couple of weeks to 

avoid fl oating, and to draw out any excess 

tannins that can discolour water. Long 

branches are usually better than tight, thick 

clumps. Prices start from around £5.99 for 

small pieces. 

14 Hardscape
Everyone has their own take on what’s best, 

but for a good introduction, consider some 

Mini landscape rock (ten kilos will be a good

start) and make sure you buy both large 

and small bits. Prices start around £3.50

per kilo.

15 Twinstar
Not an essential device, but one loved by 

’scapers. Nobody’s really sure how it works, 

and it seems to do better in some tanks than 

others. Helps inhibit algae, and seems to 

stimulate plant growth a little. Pricey, but 

great at polishing off  a near-perfect set up. 

Price for Twinstar MINI £134.99.

16 Fertilisers
The whole set up amounts to nought without 

the right food. Estimative index is the 

cheapest and easiest option, and a starter 

pack is available from Aquarium Plant Food 

UK with all the advice you could possibly 

want. The bundle includes bottles and 

enough ferts to grow a small rainforest. 

Price £18.99.
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Shoptour
This month’s shoptour takes us to Essex and Suff olk.

Tropical fi sh .....................OOOOO
Discus .................................OOOOO
Catfi sh .................................OOOOO
Cichlids ..............................OOOOO
Oddballs ............................OOOOO
Indoor plants...................OOOOO
Pond plants ......................OOOOO
Koi .........................................OOOOO
Pond fi sh ............................OOOOO
Fancies ...............................OOOOO
Indoor coldwater...........OOOOO
Marine fi sh ........................OOOOO
Marine inverts .................OOOOO
Indoor dry .........................OOOOO
Pond dry .............................OOOOO
Freshwater inverts .......OOOOO
Labelling............................OOOOO

Address: Mill Race Garden 
Centre, New Road, Aldham, 
Colchester, Essex, CO6 3QT.
Telephone: 01206 242521.
Website: www.
swallowaquatics.co.uk/store/
colchester
Opening hours:  Monday to 
Saturday: 9am–5.30pm, 
(Thursdays late until 8pm) 
Sunday: 10am–4.30pm.
Tanks: Tropical 264, eight 
shrimp, 58 marine plus six coral 
trays, fi ve fancy goldfi sh, ten 
pond fi sh and Koi vats.

S
wallow Aquatics 
Colchester is one of two 
Essex shops in the 

four-store chain, but despite its 
name it’s actually situated in 
the village of Aldham, a couple 
of miles outside Britain’s oldest 
recorded town. Found towards
the back of a somewhat 
labyrinthine garden centre, the
shop is big, with an 
impressively sized fi sh room
boasting over 300 tanks. 
Although approximately 20% of
the tanks were empty during
my visit, the range of livestock 
was still large, with all the major 
groups covered from 
community favourites like 
guppies and neons, to ‘top of the 
range’ Zebra plecs and 
freshwater rays. 

The cichlid selection was 
especially noteworthy with a 

STAR  RATING

Swallow Aquatics, Colchester 

combination with some rather
vague labelling. Those after
‘bread and butter’ community
species will fi nd plenty on offer.
Eight tanks set aside for 
freshwater inverts held a good
range of colourful shrimp and
snails.  Some potential tank
busters were in evidence but
several of these were fi sh
returned to the store by 
customers whose knowledge of
fi sh species matched the size of
their aquaria. Likewise, there
were one or two skinny fish on
display, but these were feeding
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huge range of African rift lake 
species a particular highlight. 
South Americans were well
represented with everything 
from gaudy discus to colourful 
Apistogramma, while Central 
Americans and riverine 
Africans were also available in 
number; if you’re after cichlids 
then look no further. 

Catfi sh enthusiasts should 
also not be disappointed, but 
you may have to look a little 
harder due to the secretive 
nature of many of these 
whiskered beauties in 

Colchester

Ipswich

enthusiastically when I arrived 
which should hopefully soon 
remedy this. 

Coldwater fi sh were limited to 
a few tanks of fancy goldfi sh but 
the more discerning fi shkeeper 
will spot many cooler water 
choices dotted around the 
tropical section. 

The marine section is as large 
as many shops by itself but 
stocking was a little light, 
however a bank of quarantine 
tanks beside the display showed 
what fi sh would soon be 
available to fi ll the spaces. 

Cichlids are a strong 
point at this Essex store.

Distichodus sexfasciatus. Discus.

KEY:         Member of OATA —  the Ornamental Aquatic Trade Association              Member of the PFK anti-dyed fi sh campaign                 Member of the Big Fish Campaign
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Whatstoodout?
● Daisy’s ricefish,

Oryzias woworae £2.25/

three for £6

● Peacock gudgeon,

Tateurndina ocellicauda

£6.95

● Six-banded Distichodus,

Distichodus sexfasciatus

£16.95

● Zebra plec, Hypancistrus

zebra £139.95/three for

£400

● Synodontis granulosa £75

● Clown killifish, Epiplatys

annulatus £5.95 a pair

● Goby cichlid, Spathodus

erythrodon £16.95

● Uaru amphiacanthoides

£12.95/2 for £22.95

● Deepwater hap,

Placidochromis electra

£8.95

● Yellow mimic tang,

Acanthurus pyroferus £30

● Arc-eye hawkfish,

Paracirrhites arcatus £33

Marine stock was light on our visit, 
but there were plenty of fi sh being 
quarantined prior to sale.

Motoro hybrid ray. Mimic tang.

Tri-colour swordtails.

STAR RATING: Excellent OOOOO  Good OOOOO  Average OOOOO  Below average OOOOO  Poor OOOOO  Out of season OS  Not stocked NS

Corals and live rock were 
available in good quantity and a 
huge display tank showed off  
some impressive specimens of 
marine favourites. 

Pond fi sh, which included 
some beautifully coloured 
Israeli Koi, are currently housed 
in an internal corridor which 
leads to an extensive outdoor 
pond section. This is in the 
process of being expanded in 
time for the 2016 pond season 
with a further bank of 12 fi sh 
vats under construction. There 
was also an extensive range of 
pond plants and lilies on display 
despite the late season, 
alongside a comprehensive 
range of water features for those 
odd folk who prefer their garden 
water features fi shless! 

The dry goods selection was 
wide, with a comprehensive 
range of decor to tempt 
everyone from Sponge Bob fans 
to artistic aquascapers. 

Plenty of lush aquarium plants 
were also available if plastic 
plants aren’t your thing.

Verdict: If it ever fi lls 
those empty tanks then 
Swallow Aquatics 
Colchester has the capacity 
to off er the kind of fi sh 
selection that would draw in 
fi shkeepers from all around 
the UK, not just Essex. 

However it still holds a 
better range than most 
shops with some real gems 
among them — and the 
expanding pond section 
could make this a must 
visit location for the 
pondkeepers of Essex.
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Tropical fish .....................................NS
Discus .................................................NS
Catfish.................................................NS
Cichlids ..............................................NS
Oddballs............................................NS
Indoor plants...................................NS
Pond plants......................................NS
Koi.........................................................NS
Pond fish............................................NS
Fancies ...............................................NS
Indoor coldwater...........................NS
Marine fish........................OOOOO
Marine inverts.................OOOOO
Indoor dry.........................OOOOO
Pond dry.............................................NS
Freshwater inverts .......................NS
Labelling............................OOOOO

STAR RATING

Reefscape Aquatics
Address: 105a Cliff Lane,
Ipswich, Suff olk, IP3 0PQ.
Telephone: 01473 210219.
Website: www.facebook.com/
reefscapeaquatics
Opening hours: Wednesday 
10am–8pm, Thursday–
Saturday 10am – 5.30pm, 
Sunday 10am–4pm.
Tanks: 16 fi sh, three coral 
trays, two invert tanks and one 
large display.

I
n an age where many 
aquarium shops have an 
‘identikit’ feel about them, 

leaving you with a sense of déjà 
vu as they pop up like giant fi sh 
fi lled aquatic mushrooms in an 

empty section of your local
garden centre, it’s nice to see
someone breaking the mould a
little, and having a go at 
smaller scale, specialist, high
street selling. 

Sam Pollard and Kirk 
Westgate off er a warm, friendly 
and professional welcome to 
their new venture, Reefscape 
Aquatics, a marine only 
enterprise. Despite only being 
up and running since June this 
year they have clearly already 
begun making a name for 
themselves locally, judging by 
the steady stream of customers 
new and old that dropped in 
during my visit; an off er of a 
welcome cup of tea or coff ee 

always makes you feel at home!
 Reefscape is housed in small 

premises in a line of shops out 
on the edge of Ipswich, but 
parking was easy on the street 
outside. The shiny new interior 
is neatly fi nished and well laid 
out. The sales desk and small 
but useful dry goods section 

(both budget and top end kit is 
stocked) greet you as you enter, 
with the bright livestock area 
reached beyond an attractive 
reef display which is testament 
to the owners’ skills looking as 
good as it does after only a 
couple of months. 

Stocking levels are not yet up 

KEY:         Member of OATA — the Ornamental Aquatic Trade Association              Member of the PFK anti-dyed fi sh campaign          Member of the Big Fish Campaign
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This store has only been open a few 
months, but the owners are already 
considering an expansion.

Pudding-wife 
wrasse.

Goniastrea coral.
LPS selection is 
superb.
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PFK  shoptour

www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

STAR RATING: ExcellentOOOOO GoodOOOOO AverageOOOOO Below averageOOOOO PoorOOOOO Out of season OS Not stocked NS

Whatstoodout?
● Lemonpeel angelfish

Centropyge flavissima £40

● Swallowtail angelfish,

Genicanthus

melanospilos £39

●  Gold line cardinal, 

Ostorhinchus cyanosoma 

£18

● Purple tilefish,

Hoplolatilus purpureus

£60

● Pudding-wife wrasse,

Halichoeres radiatus £15

● Frogfish,

Antennarius sp. £30

●  Black coral goby, 

Gobiodon sp. £12

●  Neon green 

Goniastrea sp. £42

●  XL ‘ultra’ 

Lobophyllia sp. £150

●  Spotted anemone crab, 

Neopetrolisthes 

ohshimai £12

to full capacity as the systems
continue to reach maturity, but
the available livestock was
healthy, active and vibrant. The 
coral selection was excellent, 
with LPS, SPS and soft corals all 
on display under glittering high 
intensity LED lighting. Above 
the corals, tanks of shrimp, 
crab, snails and other CUC 
are housed. 

RO and salt mix was available 
literally ‘on tap’ with large 
storage capacity for both behind 
the scenes in the back room, 
alongside quarantine facilities 
for new livestock to settle in 
before it reaches the sales area. 
Sam and Kirk are already 
thinking of future expansion 
into the back room to increase 
the sales area capacity.

Verdict: In many ways a step
back in time to the good old
days of in-town shopping,
but with a welcome 
specialist 21st century twist, 
Reefscape Aquatics has made 
a confi dent start and with its 
customer focused approach 
and eye for detail I can only 
wish the owners success in 
their venture.

Ultra Lobophyllia.

Purple tilefi sh.

Swallowtail angel.

Gold line cardinal.

Lemonpeel angel.

A warm, friendly and 
professional welcome awaits 
you here.
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NEXTMONTH

STONY GROUND
Stocking suggestions for
an LPS coral set-up.

PLASTIC FANTASTIC
Set up a stunning Central American
biotope with a difference.

FREE TANK DECOR!
With autumn upon us, we bring you a
guide to collecting and using leaves in
your aquarium.

AFRICAN AFFECTION
We spotlight some of the gorgeous

barbs coming out of Africa.

in the ecember issue of

On sale October 28th 2015

Plus  O�How to prepare new plants for your aquarium O�Reader’s tank set-up 
O We announce the results of the PFK Readers’ Poll, including the Retailer of the Year. 
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24-PAGE
Beginner’s guide 

to fi shkeeping.
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To
advertise

here
please call the sales team

 on 01733 366321
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Abacus Aquatics
� :H¶YH LQFUHDVHG WKH QXPEHU RI WURSLFDO ¿VK WDQNV��VR�
ZH FDQ QRZ RIIHU DQ HYHQ ZLGHU YDULHW\ RI WURSLFDO�¿VK
� :H¶YH DOVR LPSURYHG RXU ZHEVLWH LQFOXGLQJ DGGLQJ�

VRPH RI RXU FXUUHQW VWRFN OLVW.
Why not visit us to see what has changed.

www.abacus-aquatics.co.uk 
��� +DOIZD\ 6W� 6LGFXS� .HQW '$�� �'- RU DW��

Tel: 020 8302 8000

NG TIMES
● MONDAY: CLOSED

● TUES, WED & FRI 10.30-6.00
● SAT 10.00-6.00
● SUN 10.00-2.00

www.wholesaletropicalsaquatics.co.uk

RETAIL SHOPPERS ONLY

220 Bethnal Green Road, London, E2 

Tel: 020 77395356 Fax: 020 77292444

find us at Piccotts End
Hemel Hempstead
HP1 3BA

deepblueaquatic@yahoo.co.uk
Tel: 01442 244072

coldwater
pond fi sh

koi
tropical

marine
inverts

weekly fi sh orders
taken on facebook

* Quality plants for the aquascaper
* An independent shop run with passion!
* 120 tanks of top quality tropical fish.
* 20 tanks of Malawis and Americans.
* 20 tanks of Oddballs from Stingrays to Snakeheads.
* Leading brands like JBL, Ehiem, Hagen stocked.

28 North Street Bedminster Bristol BS3 1HW

THE AQUATIC STORE
DEFINITELY DIFFERENT

WWW.THEAQUATICSTORE.CO.UK  01179639120
14

HOBBY FISH

Tel: 01908 543210

hobbyfish.co.uk

Towcester Road (A5)

Old Stratford

Milton Keynes

MK19 6BD

Aquarium, Pond & Reptile Specialists
TROPICALS•MARINE•COLDWATER

POND•KOI•AQUATIC PLANTS•REPTILES

LARGE SELECTION OF NANO LIVESTOCK

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

Cafe on site Romsey World of Water Trading for 30 years 

Specialist Independant Retailer                                           

9000ltr Tropical fish and Plants

5000ltr Marine fish corals and Inverts 

80,000ltr Japanese Koi, Goldfish and Natives

www.romseyworldofwater.co.uk
01794 515 923

SO51 0HB

Open 9am-6pm Monday-Saturday                                                                                                                                  
           10am-4pm Sunday

Marin
e Event

Oct 3
1st 

9-6pm

Nov 1st 
10-4pm

LONDON

KENT

HERTFORDSHIRE

HAMPSHIRE

GLOUCESTERSHIRE

CAMBRIDGESHIRE

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE

BRISTOL

Largest retail shop in Central
London minutes from Oxford Circus

Fully stocked with marine
fish and invertebrates,
Tropical and coldwater

fish, large range of cichlids
including Africans, South
Americans and discus.

We do all sorts of freshwater and marine nano
tanks and everything to go with them.

Quality equipment from all leading manufacturers

DELTEC, AQUAMEDIC, JUWEL, EHEIM, AQUAONE

Aquarium design manufacture, installation, and maintenance.
107-111 Great Portland Street,

London W1W 6QG
Tel: 020 7580 6764

www.aquaticdesign.co.uk

 

 

 

  

 

 ARUNDEL AVIARIES
& FISHERIES

311 – 315 Arundel Street, Portsmouth.
Tel: 02392 820047

Tropical, reptiles, amphibians,
marines etc. Also cage birds.
Good selection of accessories

Open Mon, Tues, Thurs, Fri, Sat 9am-5pm. Wed Closed
Established over 75 years

Find us on facebook

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 

CORNWALL

COUNTY DURHAM
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Makers of Fine Quality Glass Aquariums

Nationwide delivery

�  Aquariums Custom 
Made

� Complete systems

� All Equipment supplied

� Rimless / braceless

� Cabinet / Hoods

� Metal frame Stands

� Sumps

� Pvc Pipe Fittings

�  Build Onsite / Design
Service

� Holes Drilled

� Repairs / Servicing

Lincolnshire’s Largest
or Aquatic Centre 30,000 sq ft
FRIENDLY HELP s EXPERT ADVICE

DELIVERY SERVICE s OPEN � DAYS A WEEK
NEW REPTILE SECTION NOW OPEN

Lincs Aquatics

Lincs
Aquatics

South
Yorkshire
Aquatics

Celebrating
26 years 
in business!

(ANGER�s3TRUBBY�!IRl�ELD�s
7OODTHORPEs.R�!LFORDs,.����$$

'REAT�.ORTH 2D s
$ONCASTER�$.�� �!"

01507 451000 01302 711639
Bawtry Aquatic Centre

Barlows Aquatic Trading
AQUARIUM MANUFACTURERS..supplying direct to the public at trade prices

� HiVcYVgY h^oZh [gdb hidX`

��BVYZ�id�bZVhjgZ

��;^aigVi^dc�heZX^Va^hih###hjbeh!�l^Zgh!�XdbWh! e^eZ! ejbeh ZiX####

��C:L�##EaZXd�Ædl�iVc`h!�WgZZY^c\�XjWZh� di]Zg h^oZh

��;gZZ�XdchjaiVi^dc�VcY�YZh^\c

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

Aquatic World

ANY FISH, REPTILE OR PRODUCT AVAILABLE TO ORDER
Follow us on Twitter and Facebook

Open 7 days a week - late night Thursday until 8p.m.
94c Crwys Road Cathays, Cardiff CF24 4NQ (Entrance on Monthermer Rd)

www.aquaticworlduk.com Tel: 029 20 34 29 55

O 7URSLFDO� PDULQH� FROG ZDWHU 	 SRQG ¿VK

O  Huge range of aquariums (any shape & size). Cabinet furniture

O  Wide choice of food, equipment, plants, medication & accessories

O  Caring & friendly advice from a family business

O  Est 15 Years O  Pond equipment & remedies

SPECIAL
OFFERS
EVERY

SUNDAY

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

New African
Cichlid room,

almost 100 tanks!

Tel: 01384 877150 � www.prestwoodpetzone.com

One of the largest aquatic centres 
in the Midlands.

W’hampton Rd (A449), Prestwood, Near Stourbridge, West Midlands. DY7 5AF
1SR�*VM �EQ � �TQ � 7EX 
 7YR ��EQ � �TQ

���8VSTMGEP�½�WL��GSQQYRMX]�ERH�3HHFEPP�WTIGMIW��(MWGYW��8ERKER]OERW�

�TPERXIH�EUYEVMYQW�

����/SM��+SPH½�WL��3VJI�ERH�TSRH�TPERXW�
���4YQTW��½�PXIVW��JSSH��WTIGMEPMWX�IUYMTQIRX��ERH�JVII�I\TIVX�EHZMGI�
����+VIEX�GLSMGI�SJ�6ITXMPIW��%QTLMFMERW�
�7TMHIVW�

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

To advertise here please call 
sales on 01733 366321

LINCOLNSHIRE

STAFFORDSHIRE

NATIONWIDE DISTRIBUTORS

AQUARIUM DIRECTORY

WEST MIDLANDS

WALES

SCOTLAND

NOTTINGHAMSHIRE

Tropical, Coldwater & Marine
Livestock and Accessories

Aquarium Showroom now
open with a larger selection

of live stock available
Marines Now In Stock

Variety Of Fish
Fish and Reptile 

Live and 
Frozen Food

Coral and Plants
Live Rock

R.O & Salted R.O
Aquariums

Call: 0151 6789401
Somefinaquatics@gmail.com
229 Greasby Rd, Wirral, Cheshire CH49 2PG

“UK Top Aquatic 
Retailer 2001”
Large selection of 

Tropicals, Marine, Corals 
and other livestock

Quality Liverock always in stock

Call us (0116) 274 34 26
All major brands stocked | Pond equipment available

www.clearwateraquatics.co.uk FOR ALL YOUR ONLINE AQUATIC NEEDS GO TO

www.acresaquatics.co.uk

Coalville AQ UAT IC S

www.leicesteraquatics.com
Leicester Aquatics
0116 2709 610

LEICESTERSHIRE

YORKSHIREWILTSHIRE

WARWICKSHIRE

MERSEYSIDE



To advertise here please call the sales team
 on 01733 366321
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01626 333516

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

YOUR “ONE STOP SHOP” AQUATICS
& PET PRODUCTS WHOLESALER

We offer an extensive range of wholesale pond and aquarium livestock, plants, feeds, treatments,
rocks, sands, gravels & accessories – at discounted prices, plus FREE delivery via our dedicated van
fleet to most of England, Wales and Southern Scotland for a low minimum order of only £100 plus VAT.
To obtain a copy of our current price list, full colour catalogue and details of our current special offers or

to discuss the matter further, please call Kate on 01246 415275 between the hours of 9am and 4pm.
If you prefer, feel free to e-mail us on kate@jmc-aquatics.co.uk or fax us on 01246 290486 for a reply by return.

Tel: 01908 543210 Email: info@multitier.co.uk

AQUARIUM DISPLAY RACKING

Kits from
£338

Economically priced. Extrusions, flat pack self
assembly kits, or complete onsite installations.
Custom sizes and vivarium versions available.
See multitier.co.uk

Multitier Aquarium Systems
by HOBBY FISH

www.aquarist-classifieds.co.uk

www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

WHOLESALERSINTERNET

  
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

SHRIMP

MISCELLANOUS
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Theaquarist’sdilemmaissimple.Therearethatmanycoolfish,
andthatmanydifferentset-upstoputtogether, thatonesimply
cannothopetotouchuponthemall inasinglehumanlifetime.
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H
ere’s somethingIhate—
abbreviations.WhenIsee
someoneona forumposting
‘OMG,myMTSis totesOTT!

MyLFShasCPDs instockandIneedaNT
for them!’ itdrivesmetowardsa terrible
rage. It sendsmeinto that specialkindof
furywhereIstandonthecoffee tableand
shoutatmy laptop.
Itwasduringoneofmyfoul, internal

monologuesoverseeing theabbreviation
‘MTS’posted that Ihadoneof those
epiphanymomentsandendedupthinking
aboutsomethingcompletelydifferent.
OnedefinitionofMTS, forpeoplewhocan

still bebothered touseactualwords, is
multiple tanksyndrome. Iguess that
multiple tanksyndromeisprettyself-
explanatory.Apersonhasmultiple tanks.
Andthat’sasyndrome.Orsomething.
Eitherway,we’veall eitherbeenthere, or

we’veconsidered it.Whenthefishkeeping
bugreally sunk its sharp,money-sucking
proboscis intomeback in the late80s, I
resorted toexploiting the local free-ads
papers forasmanytanksas Icouldget. I
don’t evenrecallhowmanyIownedatpeak,
but Idoclearlyenvisiona timewhenIwas
jugglingnine tanksatonce (from18in to
over6ft.) IhoardedthemthewaythatSaudi
princescollect supercars, covetingand
buffingeachone.

So many fish, so little time
Theaquarist’sdilemmaissimple.Thereare
thatmanycoolfish, andthatmanydifferent
set-ups toput together, thatonesimply
cannothope to touchuponthemall ina
singlehumanlifetime(thougha fewfolks
arehavinga fairwhackat it).
Plus,fishhave thishabitof living, settling

downandreproducingwhenyouget them
right, so it’snot likeyoucanevenhavea
tank full of themforsixweeks, thenstart
afreshonce they’veall gone.Unlessyou’re
keepingcertainkillies, that is, oryou’re the
ineptkindoffishkeeperwhokills
everything inamonth, learnsnothing, and
thengoesback in foranother round.
Problemis, I got toponderingonmyown

‘MTS’ (eurgh)days, and ithitmethat
thoughmyenthusiasmwasthere—oh,was
it there—thepracticalitiesofmaintaining
somany inonegomeant thatmy
fishkeepingwas,well, abit rubbishy.

Spawnsweresometimesnotspottedsoon
enough,andoccasionally somekindof
maintenancewasoverlooked. Idon’t thinkI
wasparticularly incompetent, but Iwas
stretchedso thin that Icouldn’thope tobea
masterofeverything in tandem.
Letmefallbackonmyotherhobbybyway

ofanalogy. I like toskateboard,but inmy
enthusiasmforboards Ihavemadeanerror.
Towit, Iowndozensof the things.Theyall
havesubtledifferences inshapeandthe
waytheyhandle, andIflitbetweenthemall.
This in turnmeans that I’mprettymuch
garbageoneverysingleone.My ‘MBS’
(eurgh)worksagainstme,whereas if I’d just
stuckwith just theoneIprobablywouldn’t
suckasmuchasIdorightnow.
I seesomefolksdoing thesamewith their

fish.Soeagerare they toownasampleof
everything that theyendupfailing to
deliver to thenumerousfishtheyhave. In
fact, I’veseenrather fewsituationswhere
lotsof tankswerekeptandallwere
immaculate.Taking theall-you-can-eat
buffetapproach,witha littleofeverything,
mightappear thebestwaytogeta tasteof it
all, butyourapidly realiseyourfingersare
gettingstickyandyou’verunoutofnapkins.

Good reasons to stay single
Indirectcontrast to this, I’mseeingan
increasingnumberofkeeperswithone

single tank, their raisond’etre forbeing in
thehobby.Thetrend isebbing towards
solo-fliersbeingmarinekeeperswithan
immaculate reef, but therearealsosome
incredible freshwatersoloistsout there.
Someof thesolitaryreef tanksI’veseen

havebeenbeyond immaculate; they’vebeen
prettymuchperfect.What’smore, someof
thesehavebeenanaquarist’sfirst foray into
thehobby. Imetoneonlya fewweeksback,
with thenicest reef imaginable.He’sbarely
beenat it for18months.
Ipropose thatweall startworkingwithin

ourmeans,because there’sanethicalangle
to it all. If I canspend£1,000onanuber
tanktokeeponespeciespreposterously
happy,oron100tankswhere100species
are justborderlinesurviving, I think there’s
acase forqualityandnotquantity.Not just
for thefish, Iadd. I foundmyself a lot
happierwhenIhad fewer tanks inastateof
continuousmanagement, thanwhenIhada
teeteringstackofpigsties.
Anyway, it’s all food for thought, and it’s

forfishkeepers tobattleout therightsand
wrongs.ButbelievemewhenIsay thatyou
canendupsooverwhelmedbyMTSthat it’s
enoughtomakeanyfishkeepergoAWOL.
LOL!

         

Tailpiece
“ 

”

with Nathan Hill 

Nathan Hill is Practical Fishkeeping magazine’s features 
editor, wounded amateur freestyle skateboarder, yoyo 
novice and soon to be reborn aquascaper. 

We’ve seen some 
outstanding reef tanks, 

many of them solo set-ups.
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Bit O Blue is Burnley’s premier 

aquarium shop with a huge range 

of coldwater, tropical and marine 

fi sh plus tanks, equipment, 

accessories and food.

Discover our one-stop shop for all 

your aquatic needs - our experts 

provide friendly advice and a great 

aftercare service for all customers, 

from new fi shkeepers to serious 

enthusiasts!

17 Harling Street, Rosegrove, Burnley 

Lancashire BB12 6JG

T: 01282 786 018  

E: admin@bitoblue

W: bitoblue.co.uk

Ample Free Parking

OPENING TIMES
Monday, Wednesday and Friday: 10am - 6pm
Thursday: 11.30am - 8pm
Saturday: 10am - 5pm
Sunday: 11am - 5pm
(Closed on Tuesday)

No.1 
for Quality



RUN BY FISHKEEPERS,
FOR FISHKEEPERS

We offer (0% APR representative) on any purchase over
£350 in. Up to a total credit value of £2500. * In participating
stores only. Subject to terms and conditions. Ask in store for
details.

Maidenhead Aquatics - leading the way in fishkeeping excellence.

To find your nearest store, 

visit fishkeeper.co.uk

Maidenhead Aquatics @the_fishkeeper

WITH OVER 140 STORES NATIONWIDE AND 

OVER 30 YEARS’ EXPERIENCE, WE’RE THE UK’S 

LEADING AUTHORITY IN FISHKEEPING



marine

O Choosing the 
right aquarium

O How to furnish 
your new tank

O   Great fi sh 
 & inverts  to keep

O�Setting up
O�Maintenance

From the tea  who bring you

Your first

aquarium

FREE 24-PAGE GUIDE in association with





marine
Your first

aquarium
in association with

C
onsidering a marine
tank? Then you’ll be
joining the fastest

growing field of fishkeeping!
Once feared as difficult,

expensive and time consuming,
marine tanks are now more
affordable and easier to run
than ever. Advances in
technology have taken the
guesswork out of growing basic
corals, while advances in
nutrition have allowed us to
keep even those finicky
feeders happy.

If you can spare just an hour a
week toward the upkeep of
your tank, then you too could
join the marine revolution and
dazzle your friends and family
with a slice of living reef in
your home.

Interested? Then keep
reading! You’ll be
astounded at how
simple it can

really be...

Nathan Hill
Features editor

What’sinside...

CONTACT US

Address: Practical Fishkeeping, Bauer Media, Media

House, Lynchwood, Peterborough, PE2 6EA

Email editorial@practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

4 Spoilt for choice
Want to keep stunning marine fish
and inverts? All those shown here
are ideal choices for beginners.

8 The right aquarium
Get your new set-up right from
the start. Here are some of the
options available.

10 Decorating your tank
If you’re confident, you might want
to try live corals. If not, you can put
together an artificial reef that looks
just like the real thing.

11 What’s in the water?
Understanding water chemistry is
integral to success, and it’s much
easier than you might think.

13 Hardware essentials
Depending what you want to keep,
you’ll need some or all of these
important pieces of kit.

16 Set up your aquarium
Time to put it all together. Follow
this step-by-step guide.

18 Buying and caring for
your livestock
Advice on buying, acclimatising and
feeding your livestock, plus a
maintenance plan to keep
everything in the best condition.

22 Be inspired!
Draw inspiration from these two
set-ups.

Running a set-up like this is 
easier than ever before.

www.practicalfi shkeeping.co.uk

Welcome

Set up a 
marine tank 
in 16 easy 

steps — see 
page 16

3



PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING - Your fi rst marine aquarium

P
F
K
/N
E
IL

H
E
P
W
O
R
T
H

P
F
K
/N
E
IL

H
E
P
W
O
R
T
H

P
F

K
/N

E
IL

 H
E

P
W

O
R

T
H

Spoiltfor

Want to keep stunning 
marine fi sh and inverts like 
these? All those shown 
here are ideal choices 
for beginners — to 
fi nd out how to 
keep them, 
read on...

FISH

Green chromis
O Size: To 10cm/4in.

O Tank size: 100 l/22 gal minimum. 

O Temperament: Peaceful.

O Reef compatible? Yes.

O  Fun fact: I’m a good starter fi sh, am 

hardy and I like being kept in a shoal. 

Common clownfi sh
O Size: 11cm/4.2in, males smaller.

O Tank size: 100 l/22 gal minimum.

O Temperament: Peaceful.

O Reef compatible? Yes. 

O  Fun fact: I have starred in a Disney 

feature fi lm, am also known as an 

Anemone fi sh and I love being in a pair.

Firefi sh
O Size: To 7.5cm/3in.

O Tank size: 40 l/9 gal or bigger.

O Temperament: Peaceful.

O Reef compatible? Yes.

O  Fun fact: I’m a member of the

goby family and I am 

interesting to look at.

4
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Bicolor blenny
OSize: To 10cm/4in.

O Tank size: 100 l/22 gal minimum. 

O Temperament: Peaceful.

O Reef compatible? Yes.

O  Fun fact: I graze on algae in the 

tank and I have a great 

personality. I love to hide in caves 

and inside barnacles.

Yellow tail blue damsel
O Size: To 7.5cm/3in.

O Tank size: 100 l/22 gal minimum. 

O Temperament: Semi-aggressive.

O  Fun fact: I’m a good beginner fi sh and like

to be kept in a shoal. I am a very active

and colourful addition to any tank.

Sixline wrasse
O Size: To 7.5cm/3in.

O Tank size: 100 l/22 gal minimum. 

O Temperament: Semi-aggressive.

O Reef compatible? Yes.

O  Fun fact: My common name is a Pyjama

wrasse and I swim fast and gracefully. I

also eat unwanted pests like fl atworms.

Bicolor dottyback
O Size: To 7.5cm/3in.

O Tank size: 100 l/22 gal minimum. 

O Temperament: Territorial, semi-aggressive.

O Reef compatible? Yes.

O  Fun fact: I’m also known as a fl ashback

and am a good feeder.

Neon blue goby
O Size: 5cm/2in.

O Tank size: 30 l/7 gal or bigger.

O Temperament: Peaceful.

O Reef compatible? Yes.

O  Fun fact: I stay small and have a lovely 

character.  I am also useful as a cleaner 

for parasites on fi sh.

Royal gramma
O Size: To 7.5cm/3in.

O Tank size: 100 l/22 gal minimum. 

O Temperament: Usually peaceful.

O Reef compatible? Yes.

O  Fun fact: I’m one of the brightest fi sh in

the Caribbean and a great character.

5
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INVERTEBRATES

Cleaner shrimp
O Size: 5cm/2in

O Tank size: 15 l/3.3 gal minimum

O Temperament: Peaceful

O Reef compatible? Yes

O  Fun fact: I am active and 

inquisitive and I love cleaning fish! 

I will set up a cleaning station for 

fish to pop in and out of.

Astraea turbo snail
O Size: To 2.5cm/1in.

O Tank size: 15 l/3.3 gal minimum.

O Temperament: Peaceful.

O Reef compatible? Yes, aside some accidental knocking.

O  Fun fact: I don’t move very quickly but I can certainly 

eat algae fast!

Mushroom rock
O Size: N/A.

O Tank size: 15 l/3.3 gal minimum.

O Temperament: Semi-aggressive.

O Reef compatible? Excellent, easy choice.

O  Fun fact: We come in lots of different colours and grow in 

colonies but live independently.  If we are cut in half we can 

grow back into two mushrooms.

Blue-legged hermit crabs
O Size: To 2.5cm/1in.

O Tank size: 15 l/3.3 gal minimum.

O Temperament: Peaceful.

O Reef compatible? Yes.

O  Fun fact: Watch me scavenge around 

for food and climb rocks.  I love eating 

algae and keeping the tank clean!

Zoanthus polyp/Zoa
OSize: N/A.

OTank size: 15 l/3.3 gal minimum.

OTemperament: Aggressive grower.

OReef compatible? Excellent, easy choice.

O Fun fact: Aka a button polyp, very colourful

in an aquarium and some varieties are

fluorescent under blue lights.

Green star polyps
O Size: N/A.

O Tank size: 15 l/3.3 gal minimum.

O Temperament: Peaceful.

O Reef compatible? Yes. Very desirable.

O  Fun fact: I will grow fast and carpet 

walls and rocks and look very colourful.
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The right

Glass or acrylic?
Acrylic is lighter, stronger and clearer than 
glass, but it’s also easier to scratch, so take 
care when cleaning. 
O If you’ve children or clumsy pets in the 
house, acrylic tanks are less likely to break 
in a collision. 
O Glass is the staple for large tanks, 
because it is cheaper. Look out for 
Opti-white, or low iron glass. Opti-white 
lacks the green tint of ordinary glass, 
making it clearer and making any corals 
appear brighter!

Complete or separate? 
Some marine tanks come as a complete 
package, and for a fi rst timer these might 
be the best buy. Complete set ups will 
contain all of the essential hardware, such 
as the pumps, heater, fi lters and lighting 

To succeed, you’ll want to get your set up right from the 
start. Here’s a look at some of the options available.
 

that you need to get off  to the right start. 
O Expect to pay from around £100 to £350 
for a complete package in the 15-60 litre 
range, and more for anything bigger.
O Buying equipment separately doesn’t 
always amount to a good saving, and is 
usually done for a specifi c reason, such as 
growing certain diffi  cult corals. As a 
newcomer to the hobby, try to keep things 
as simple as possible!

What to look out for 
when shopping 
A tank should off er a clear warranty — the 
longer the better!
O Purpose made cabinets will be a safer 
option than using a non-aquarium piece 
of furniture. 
O Tanks may have specifi c uses, and kit 
tailored to suit. Any package marked 

specifi cally for freshwater fi sh probably 
won’t work well for marines!
O ‘Hidden’ fi ltration systems conceal all of 
the equipment out of sight, making the tank 
look more attractive.
O A protein skimmer should be a part of any 
complete marine package — ideally it will 
be an oversized one.
O A good set-up will boast both mechanical 
and biological fi ltration.

Remember...
O Ask about spares and accessories in 
store. If your retailer can’t or won’t 
stock them, you might struggle with 
future maintenance. 

Size matters!
It’s not a sales gimmick — bigger really is 
easier to keep! Big volumes of water dilute 

Larger tanks are easier to 
maintain as the increased water 

volume keeps things more stable. 
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waste and are more forgiving of a 
beginner’s mistakes. 
O If you only want tiny shrimps, crabs 
or corals, then a tank of 15 litres or so 
will work.
O If you want fi sh, or fi sh and corals 
combined, then you’ll need something a bit 
bigger. An aquarium of 30 litres capacity 
will suit a single, small fi sh like a basslet or a 
goby, while with 60 litres or more you can 
start thinking of multiple fi sh, corals and 
other invertebrates. 
O Buy an aquarium suited for what you 
want to keep, don’t just buy any tank and 
hope it’ll work!

How heavy? 
Some smaller tanks are light enough to go 
on a table top, but bigger ones can be 
surprisingly heavy. 
O If you know the volume of a tank, you can 
work out how heavy the water in it is. One 
litre of water weighs one kilo, so a thirty 
litre tank weighs thirty kilos, plus the 
weight of the tank itself. 
O Remember that rock is denser than 
water, and will make a tank much heavier 
than it would be fi lled with water alone. 
O Ensure that whatever you’re putting your 
tank on — including the fl oor — is strong 
enough to take it.

Open or closed top?  
Tanks with open tops, or tops with a cover 
glass but no hood, will evaporate faster 
than tanks with lids, but are visually much
more attractive. 
O If you’re considering fi sh that can jump,
then a tight fi tting cover will be essential.

This cabinet houses a sump to hide 
your skimmer and other equipment.

Firefi sh make great additions 
to smaller set-ups.

Small desktop style 
tanks off er a low cost 

introduction to marines.

9
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If you’re confident, you might want
to try live corals. If not, then you can
still put together an artificial reef
that looks just like the real thing.

Decorating your

Live vs. artifi cial rock 
O Live rock is an essential part of fi ltration, 
as it contains bacteria that convert harmful 
fi sh wastes. 
O Added to a tank, live rock will provide the 
core hardscape, as well as fi lter water. 
O Given time, live rock may sprout new 
organisms like sea squirts or sponges that 
weren’t seen when the rock was purchased 
— it’s the rock that keeps on giving.
O Unfortunately, as well as the good stuff , 
live rock can also come with some pests, 
such as nuisance anemones, crabs and even 
sea slugs. 
O Artifi cial live rock starts off  looking a bit 
brighter and less natural than the real deal, 
but can provide the same bacterial benefi t. 
O Artifi cial rock tends to be around half the 

Synthetic corals
O Quality synthetic corals will be made of 

fl exible and durable compounds like 

polyurethane. This is non-toxic and UV 

resistant, and will last a long time in your 

tank. 

O Ideally, synthetic corals will come with 

a fi xing device like a peg, to hold them 

to rocks. 

O Ask your retailer whether the corals 

glow under actinic (blue) lighting, for 

extra night-time eff ect. Better still, ask 

your retailer to show you!

O Synthetic corals can be used in tandem 

with real corals, so you can mix and 

match at your leisure.

O Buy reputable coral ornaments —  

cheap ‘painted’ alternatives may be 

covered in toxic paint. 

O Don’t add anything that isn’t designed 

for aquarium use as it may be toxic to 

your livestock!

O Note that some dried coral skeletons 

may be illegally imported.  

price of ‘real’ live rock. 
O You can combine artifi cial and real 
rock, and eventually the organisms in 
the real rock will seed and grow on the 
artifi cial rock. After a while, even experts 
struggle to tell them apart!
O There’s also hollow, decorative artifi cial 
rock that comes coloured to resemble live 
rock. This is realistic looking, and lacks 
the weight of real rocks, but doesn’t 
contribute to the fi ltration.

Substrate choice
O Freshwater gravels have little use in the 
marine tank, and artifi cially coloured 
gravel will be garish and ugly. 
O Coral sand or gravel, sustainably 
harvested from the oceans, will help to 
buff er hardness and calcium levels in the 
tank, improving water chemistry. 
O Coarse gravels will hide waste, but are 
easy to clean, while fi ner coral sand will 
off er a better substrate for burrowing fi sh 
and invertebrates. 
O Avoid going too deep — 10mm of 
substrate across the base will be more 
than enough for most tanks. Deeper 
substrates are diffi  cult to clean.

Artifi cial live 
rock.

Live rock has many benefi ts, 
but it can also harbour 
unwanted pests.
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Why test?
Fish and invertebrates produce nitrogen-
based waste as a by-product of everything 
they eat. Left unchecked, these wastes will 
accumulate and poison your tank. 

On top of that, marine fi sh have evolved to 
live in a stable, unchanging environment. In 
an aquarium, water chemistry can shift 
over time, taking livestock out of its ‘safe 
zone’ of requirements. 

Testing will allow you to keep  these issues 
— and others — in check before they 
become a problem.

Salt
Always use the highest quality salt you 
can aff ord — it will save you money in the 
long run!

To measure salt content in water, you can 
use either a hydrometer or a refractometer.

Though more expensive, refractometers 

Understanding the basics of water chemistry is
integral to successful aquarium keeping, and it’s
much easier than you might think.

are the more accurate and reliable. 
Refractometers and hydrometers will give 

you the specifi c gravity reading of a tank.
Specifi c gravity is related to temperature 

as well as salt content, and testing levels at a 
temperature of 25°C is preferred.

For a fi sh only tank, a specifi c gravity of 
1.018 to 1.025 at 25°C is ideal, while corals 
and inverts prefer it higher at 1.024 to 1.027. 

In the oceans, there’s an average 

concentration of 35g of salt for every litre 
of water, which equates to a specifi c 
gravity of 1.025 at 25°C.

Water will evaporate from your tank, 
slowly causing the salt level to increase. 
Always use RO water and not a salt mix to 
replace evaporated water. 

Seawater contains more than just 
sodium chloride salt. Analysed, you’ll 
fi nd most elements from the periodic 

O  Fish excrete ammonia, which needs to be 

dealt with by fi ltration and live rock. 

O  Ammonia is highly toxic, and any test 

reading above zero needs to be acted on. 

O  Ammonia is converted by bacteria into 

nitrites, and subsequently into nitrates 

by fi ltration.

O  Though much less harmful than 

ammonia, nitrite and nitrate levels 

should both be as near to zero as 

possible, especially for successful 

invertebrate keeping. 

O  High levels of nitrate will cause elevated 

algae growth. 

What you need to know about water quality 

Marine animals have 
evolved to live in a very 

stable environment.

11



A refractometer will give you an
accurate specific gravity reading.

Keep an eye on water
chemistry to ensure

parameters stay within
the recommended levels.

PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING - Your first marine aquarium

table in there. A quality, branded synthetic 
salt will contain all of the elements at just 
the right ratios. 

When making a marine mix, add salt to 
water, not the other way around. Use gloves 
as the mixture can be quite caustic before it 
fully dissolves.

Marine water needs to be prepared 24 
hours before using it in the tank — never add 
powdered salt directly to an aquarium as it 
will be harmful!

How to test
Liquid test kits involve putting a small 
sample of tank water into a test tube and 
adding chemicals to it.

Most tests take a few minutes at most, and 
only some very advanced tests can be 
long-winded.

Combined or separate test kits can be used.

O  The parameter of most concern to marine 

aquarists is pH, which is a measure of 

how acidic or base water is.

O  A fi sh only aquarium has an accepted pH 

range of 7.8 to 8.5.

O  A better value, especially for corals and 

inverts, is pH 8.1 to 8.3. 

O  In a tank where water changes aren’t 

performed frequently, the water will 

become more acidic over time. 

O  Advanced aquarists keeping sensitive 

corals need to know that there’s a critical 

balance between alkalinity, calcium and 

magnesium for successful skeleton growth. 

What you need to know about water chemistry
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A good set of test kits is well 
worth the outlay — it could 

warn you of a potential problem 
before it becomes serious.

12



www.practicalfishkeeping.co.uk

❯

marine
Your first

aquarium
in association with

Depending how in depth you’re going and what 
you’re keeping, you’ll need some or all of these 
important pieces of kit.

Lights
Your main choices are LED (light emitting
diode) units, or fl uorescent tubes with
separate starters. For fish only set ups, you
only need limited lighting — enough to see
the fi sh.

For reef set-ups, the lighting will need to
encourage the growth of corals, and
specifi cally the algae that live within coral
cells. Too bright, and corals will bleach,
turning white and dying off. Too little, and
corals will simply fail to grow.

Note that the lighting spectrum for
marine tanks diff ers radically from
freshwater, so lights from a freshwater set
up are of little use. 

Fluorescent tubes
Fluorescents are cheap to purchase
initially, but do require a separate ballast
unit to function.
O Fluorescents need frequent replacing,
usually on an annual basis —meaning

long-term costs can be very high.
OFluorescents run at a high temperature,
wasting a lot of their energy consumption
as heat.
OThough multiple tubes can be used in
tandem to create a spread of light, it’s not
possible to control the colours or spectrum
of them once in place.

LED lighting
LED lights carry a high initial cost, and
may come as complete units, strips, or other
designs.
OLEDs typically have low power
consumption, and integrated fans and heat
sinks stop them from overheating a tank.
They’re cheaper to run than other lights.
OLED lights are often controllable
allowing you to dim or alter the spectrum to
suit fish or corals.
OThe lifespan of LEDs is usually in the
realms of many years, meaning that costly
replacements aren’t frequently needed.

ESSENTIALS

Look out for smart, low 
profi le LED light units.

LED light bars can replace 
fl uorescent lamps in hoods.

LED lighting has low 
power consumption.

LED lighting tiles 
can be used to replace 
suspended metal 
halides and spot lights.

13
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Flow pumps
As well as any pumps in the filter unit,
you may need additional flow pumps.
These may be run quite low, to keep
detritus suspended in the water in fish
only tanks (so it can be subsequently
removed by filtration, instead of
settling), or high in a reef set up to
bring nutrients to live rock and corals.

You want to have a turnover in your
tank of around 20 times per hour or
more. A tank of just 100 litres will need
a turnover of 2,000 lph. Some coral
types (such as the incredibly hard to
keep sps corals) may need turnover
rates of 40–100 times the tank’s
volume per hour.
OWide outlets are better than narrow
ones — the sea doesn’t deal in tight,
concentrated flows!
OCheck the length of power cables.
Long cables are preferred if you want
the freedom to locate the pumps at
various points in the tank.
OPumps that can have their flow rates
altered through a control unit are
preferable to fixed-flow units.
OShop about for the best flow rate to
power consumption ratio you can, as
not all pumps are the same.
OLook out for magnetic fittings.
Suction cup fittings can become stiff
over time, causing them to drop from
the tank’s edge.

Protein skimmer
Protein skimmers usually use bubbles 
to trap out and extract proteins from 
the water.
ORemoval of protein massively reduces 
the load of ammonia on filters or live 
rock, leading to lower pollution.
OAn undersized skimmer will quickly 
overfl ow as it extracts too much waste.
O Too large a skimmer can start to 
remove valuable trace elements from the 
water alongside the bad stuff . 
O Skimmers need regular cleaning to 
function optimally. Empty them daily, 
but give them a thorough clean with 
brushes on a weekly basis.
O Smaller skimmers may require plenty 
of frequent fi ne tuning in order to get the 
fl ow rates just right. 
O Some skimmers are designed to sit 
inside the tank (which means you’ll need 
suffi  cient space in the top) while others 
may hang on the side. The best models 
are often those that stand alone inside a 
sump fi lter.

Filters
A lot of marine fi ltration takes place 
within real or synthetic live rock, where 
bacteria convert harmful wastes into less 
harmful chemicals. 
O External canister fi lters, as used in 
tropical set ups, may produce too much 
waste to be of use in a marine reef tank, 
though keepers of fi sh-only tanks will 
use them.
O Sump fi lters, where a tank of water 
with all fi ltration equipment sits 
underneath the main tank, are among the 
most popular choices.
O Sumps are easiest to maintain, and often 
allow you to work on them whilst keeping 
the main tank still running. Other fi lters 
preclude this.
O Weir fi lters, where there’s a baffl  e 
between the tank and the fi ltration at the 
back of it, act much like a smaller sump. 
Though they lack the space for large pieces 
of hardware, they are an excellent 
compromise where sumps cannot be used. 

Skimmers are highly 
recommended in marine 
systems containing fi sh.

Use fl ow pumps to 
increase turnover.

Skimmers greatly 
reduce the load on 
fi lters and live rock.
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Reactors
These may be in line
with existing filters, or
run alongside a sump.
OReactors usually
‘tumble’ media such as
phosphate or nitrate
removing pellets inside
them.
OCorrect flow is
usually critical to a well
functioning reactor.

RO units
Installation of an RO unit may be required if
you live in an area with poor water quality.
ORO (short for Reverse Osmosis) is a way
of stripping all the undesirable elements
from a water supply.
O Installing an RO at home requires the use
of an RO membrane, plus pre-filter and
carbon cartridges, to stop the membrane
being destroyed by chlorine.
ORO water is increasingly available at
retail outlets, offered in 10- or 25-litre
measures. Some stores will even offer
pre-made salt and RO water mixtures.
OUnless you have to travel far for RO, it’s
often more cost effective to buy it. RO
production is wasteful, requiring many
litres (or even tens of litres) of waste water
to produce a litre of pure RO.

Automatic dosing units
These are the domain of the reefkeeper,
and not needed in fish only set-ups.
OAutomatic dosing units are designed to
maintain levels of of key trace
elements in the water, such as calcium
and magnesium that are depleted by
coral growth.

Filtration basics
Mechanical filters – foams and sponges.

These take out the floating debris and

solid waste of the tank, and need frequent

cleaning or they’ll block.

Biological filters – ceramic rings or

‘pumice’ style media. This functions in a

similar way to live rock, housing bacteria

that convert waste.

Chemical filters – carbon and resins.

These directly extract targeted chemicals

from the water and are used to polish up

the quality.

External fi lters can 
be packed with 
chemical media.

Use RO water 
for your salt 
mix and also for 
topping-up.

Automatic dosing units are 
particularly useful if you’re 

keeping stony corals.

Pellet reactor

O The dosing pump connects to multiple 
bottles of liquid supplements and adds 
them at the correct ratio, one drop at a 
time, throughout the day.

Wave makers 
A wave maker creates a back and forth 
motion of fl ow in the tank.
O Wave makers benefi t most tanks, but 
especially those with live corals. Some coral 
keepers would deem them essential.
O Most wave makers take the form of a 
control unit that connects to multiple 
pumps in the tank. As the fl ow between the 

pumps alternates, the circulation is 
disrupted into a chaotic pattern.
O Wave makers are programmable, 
allowing you to decide on long or short 
bursts of fl ow, as well as how powerful 
they are.
O Some models feature a ‘feeding’ mode, 
which turns all pumps off  for a few minutes 
while you feed the fi sh.

15



PRACTICAL FISHKEEPING - Your first marine aquarium

Set up your AQUA 
Now let’s put everything together. Here’s a simple reef 
set-up using a MicroHabitat 60 aquarium. 

1Attach the suckers to 
the feet of the pump and 

screw in the hosetail.
2Push the pump outlet 

tubing onto the pump 
hosetail. 

3 Push the pump outlet 
elbow into the opposite 

end of the outlet tubing.
4Position the pump in the 

right hand corner of the 
back chamber.

5-6-7Line up the pump outlet elbow with the hole in the back wall of the aquarium 
and then screw the Rotafl ow fi tting through the hole in the front and into the 

elbow. Hand tighten. 
8Position the skimmer in 

the left hand corner of the 
back chamber.

9 Tighten the screw on 
the skimmer mounting 

bracket to secure it on the 
back of the tank.

10  Place the media 
basket in the middle of 

the back chamber.
11 Tighten the screw 

on the media basket 
mounting bracket to secure it 
on the back of the tank.

12 Place the heater in 
the back chamber and 

secure on the back of the tank 
with the suckers supplied.

x4
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13 Add a substrate of sand and 
gravel and then partially fi ll the 

aquarium with water. 
14 Add the rock carefully. Avoid 

knocking the front of the glass. 
Ensure any structures are secure and 
there is no risk of rocks falling.

15Once the water is properly up to temperature, you 
can begin to add your corals. Ensure you leave space 

between them for growth. 
16Sit the Horizon light on top of the tank and switch on. 

You’ll fi nd a suitable species list and recommended 
stocking guide included with  the MicroHabitat instructions.

Shopping list
O MicroHabitat 60 (includes skimmer, 

pump, heater, media basket, light, 

heater, base and fi ttings), RRP £369.99

O 4kg box of Tropic Marin synthetic sea 

salt, RRP £17.73, or Tropic Marin 

PRO-REEF salt RRP £19.82. 

O AquaHabitats hydrometer/

thermometer, RRP £3.99

O 4kg bag of TMC sand no.1, RRP £5.99 

O 8–10kg Dry Fiji cultured rock, RRP 

approx £10 per kg 

CORALS

O 1 x Ricordea yuma, RRP approx £80

O 1 x Xenia Silver, Pachyclavularia 

violacea, RRP approx £25

O 1 x Green medusa, Sinularia fl exibilis, 

RRP approx £30

O 1 x Medusa, Sinularia fl exibilis, RRP 

approx £40

O 1 x Toadstool, Sarcophyton spp., RRP 

approx £28

O Various coloured polyps, Zoanthus 

spp. RRP approx. £15–£40

O 1 x Pussey coral, Alcyonium spp., RRP 

approx £38

O 1 x Staghorn soft, Sinularia spp. RRP 

approx £24

OTHER EQUIPMENT REQUIRED

O Clean bucket 

O Measuring jug 

O Small cup, or fl at plate to prevent 

substrate being displaced when fi lling 

the MicroHabitat with water.

O Residual Current Device (RCD) with a 

rated residual operating current not 

exceeding 30mA.
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Buyingandcaringforyour

Fish and corals are living creatures, so both buyer and 
seller need to be responsible. Here’s the advice you 
need on the purchase and care of those new arrivals. 

Be prepared for lots of questions from a
good retailer! Stores need to do this to
ensure that they can sell you the right fish.

Take along some details, including your
pH, ammonia, nitrite and nitrate levels, as
well as the temperature and a list of what
livestock you already have.
OAsk what fish are feeding on, and how
often. The retailer might even show you the
fish feeding. Don’t buy fish that refuse to eat.
OLook at all the fish in the tank you’re
buying from. If any are sick, dead or dying,
don’t purchase from that tank.

You’ll need the following items:

OBucket

OMakeshift lid

O 2m long airline

OClamp/airline valve

O Thermometer

OHydrometer/refractometer

1Gently transfer your fish or

corals into to the bucket.

2Use the airline to start syphoning

water from the tank.

3Use the clamp or valve to slow the flow

to around two drops per second.

4Allow the water from the

aquarium to mix with the

contents of the bucket.

Ask if fish have been imported directly by the retailer, or through a reputable UK wholesaler.

A specialist livestock wholesaler like TMC will acclimate all their livestock in aquarium

based facilities supplied with well filtered artificial seawater. All their fish will be carefully

screened to ensure that they are healthy and feeding before sending them out to the retailer.

They also monitor their supply chain closely to ensure that destructive techniques like

cyanide fishing and other unethical practices aren’t being employed.

5Cover the bucket with the lid to

darkenthe interior. This helps to calm

the fish and also prevents it jumping out.

How to add fish and corals

The buying experience

O Expect someone in store to be able to tell 
you exactly what conditions each and every 
fi sh on sale needs to keep it healthy. Never 
buy ‘blind’.

6 Use the thermometer and hydrometer/

refractometer to measure the 

temperature and salt level of both tank 

and bucket. 

7 When both tank and bucket have the 

same salt level and temperature, your 

new livestock can be moved into 

the tank. 

8 Fish can be transferred using a net, but 

some inverts like starfi sh and sponges 

will need to be moved using a cup or jug, 

as exposure to air can harm them. 

9 Keep lights off  in the tank for an hour 

or so while the newcomers settle in.

10 Monitor new stock closely for 

signs of stress or bullying by 

tank mates. 

O Keep your fi sh and inverts in dark, 
insulated packaging for the journey home, 
and don’t dawdle — get them back to your 
tank as soon as you can.

An acclimation 
kit will help with 

new arrivals.
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marine
Your first

aquarium
in association with

Now your tank is brimming with livestock,

you’ll need to offer a balanced diet to keep

it that way. It’s not just fish that need their

daily meals, though, and corals need

consideration too!

Feeding your fish
O A specialist marine flake is fine for many

fish, and contains a balance of different

ingredients to provide a complete

nutritional spread.

O Certain fish are so difficult to feed that

they should be left to experts only. Moorish

idols are a good example of this.

O Offer food more regularly for plankton

feeders (like Anthias) that may need four or

five small meals a day.

O Artemia can be purchased live and will be

relished by most marine fish, but irradiated

frozen foods offer a safer alternative and a

wider variety for your fish. Try to offer it at

least weekly.

O Frozen foods can cater for most diets, but

be sure to offer a mix. Enriched Artemia and

Mysis should be staples in your freezer,

offered either daily or every other day.

O Many marines benefit from the addition

of seaweed or vegetables. You can attach

these to the edge of your tank with a

clip, which will allow the fish to graze at

their leisure.

O Try to turn off any flow pumps while

feeding to give the fish a chance to eat.

O Any uneaten food should be removed

with a net after a few minutes.

Feeding your tank

Feeding your inverts
O�Some corals will need feeding fi nely 

powdered or liquid foods that they fi lter 

from the water. 

O�Protein skimming may need to be turned 

off  for a short while when feeding corals, as 

it may remove the food from the water.

O�Some corals may need ‘target feeding’, 

which involves pointing a pipette or syringe 

directly at them and squirting a small 

amount of food. 

O�Cleaning crew, such as hermit crabs or 

snails, may need some supplementary 

feeding. Ensure that they are not being 

starved or relying on just scraps to survive. 

O�It’s easy to overdose on coral foods and 

pollute your tank. Always follow dosage 

instructions closely, even if it doesn’t look 

like much food is going in. 

Off er green foods like 
this seaweed to keep 
herbivores tip top.

Corals, such as Euphyllia, 
will benefi t from 
supplementary feeding.

Off er a range of 
frozen foods.
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No tank in the world is entirely

self-sustaining, but if you follow a

simple routine you can keep on top of

any problems.

Easy maintenance

Daily tasks:
OCheck temperature.

OCheck water level, and top up

with re-mineralised RO water if

evaporation has lowered it.

OCheck salinity using a

refractometer or hydrometer

(especially so in small tanks).

OCheck all fish for signs of

illness or damage.

OCheck all equipment is running.

O Empty protein skimmer

collection cup.

OCheck dosing chemical levels

(if using) and top up as needed.

OAdd any supplements as

necessary.

Weekly:
OTest water quality, especially ammonia,

nitrite, nitrate and pH.

OClean protein skimmer using a long brush

to get into all nooks and crannies.

OCheck nitrate and phosphate reactors for

restricted flow and media decline.

OWater change 10% of the tank.

OWipe the inside of the glass with an

algae pad.

OCheck surfaces for signs of Aiptasia

anemones in rocks, plus nuisance algae.

OCheck flow inlets and outlets for clogging

with calcareous (pink, hard) algae.

OClean any fine foam filters, whether they

look blocked or not.

Fortnightly:
OOpen any filters and inspect media.

Replace any that is excessively soiled.

ORemove impellers from pumps, filters

and skimmers and thoroughly clean them

(including the wells that they sit in).

Monthly/bimonthly:
OCheck any chemical filters

(including carbon and resins) and

replace as necessary.

ORemove the build up of salt creep that

may have worked over pipes.

OUse hose brushes to get inside any

lengths of piping, and remove debris.

OAssess coral growth and consider

trimming back anything that’s

shadowing other corals.

Six monthly:
O If using a UV steriliser, replace the bulb

and clean the quartz sleeve.

O Evaluate the stocking density now that fish

have grown. If overstocked, consider

re-housing some fish.

Yearly:
OThoroughly check all silicone-sealed

edges for signs of looseness.

O If using fluorescent tubes, start looking

at replacements.

OWipe over any lights to remove

splashed salt residue. Check all LEDs

are working.

ORemove any salt creep from the

tank rims.

Ensure that hermit crabs and
other clean-up crew members

are getting enough to eat.

A well-maintained reef tank is less 
likely to experience problems.

Algae magnets

REEF Coral 
Cutters
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Practical Fishkeeping
is available at your

fi ngertips too!

Available from all 
good newsagents

Get Practical Fishkeeping 
every four weeks

Subscribe today

and you’ll get access to amazing 
extra content including

Q�video  Q�galleries

www.practicalfi shkeeping.co.uk/ipad

Every issue of Practical 
Fishkeeping brings you
 
O  Amazing fi sh and how 

to keep them

O Inspirational aquariums

O Step-by-step guides

O Readers’ tank set-ups

O  Advice from the top 
fi shkeeping experts

O New products on test
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Beinspired...

Equipment:

O V2iLumenAir 1200 light

O 2 x V2Powerpump 1500

O 1 x REEF-Filter 1000 (inc 

Tropic Marin ElimiPhos)

O 1 x REEF-Skim 500 AC

O 2 x V2Therm 300W heaters

O 2 x AquaHabitats fi lter bag 

system

O 2 x V2PowerFlow 4500 

(controlled using Sicce 

WaveSurfer)

Once you’ve dabbled with your fi rst tank, you’ll soon want 
an upgrade. Draw inspiration from these two delights...

120 x 45 x 45cm braceless Optiwhite tank with sump plus twin inlets and outlets 

Signature tank set 60cm, which 

includes:-

O 1 x Signature Optiwhite 

glass aquarium, 600 x 450 x 

450mm, drilled

O 1 x Signature cabinet, 

600 x 450 x 750mm, black

O 1 x sump

O 1 x fi ttings kit

O 2 x AquaRay 1500 Ultima NP

Tiles

O MMS suspension kit for 

AquaRay Tiles

O 1 x REEF-Skim 500 protein 

skimmer

O 1 x V2PowerPump 1500

O 1 x V2Therm 200 digital heater

O 1 x AquaHabitats fi lter bag 

system

O 1 x hydrometer/thermometer

O 1 x 25kg box of artifi cial rock

(Dry Fiji Cultured Reef Rock from

TMC).

O Various Natureform 

synthetic corals

O 4kg coral sand

O Tropic Marin Salt

Signature 60cm fi sh only tank using synthetic corals and artifi cial rock
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