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Announcements
- Wish there was a reef magazine like AHM? There is! Reef Hobbyist 
Magazine is available for FREE in the best local fish stores around the 
country and online at www.reefhobbyistmagazine.com!

AHM Sponsored Events
(our latest issues are available at sponsored events)
• American Cichlid Association Convention 2018 

July 4–8, Houston, TX – www.2018acacares.com
• South Jersey Guppy Show 

July 14–15, Griggstown, NJ – www.south-jersey-guppy-group.com
• Aquashella 

August 18–19, Chicago, IL – www.aquashella.com
• Aquarama 2018 

August 22–25, Shanghai, China – www.aquarama.com.cn
• Deep South Fancy Guppy Associates 

August 25–26, Murfreesboro, TN – www.ifga.org
• Aquatic Experience 

October 19–21, Secaucus, NJ – www.aquaticexperience.org

Digital & Hard-Copy Subscriptions
Scan this QR code to sign up for your free digital 
subscription. You will receive an alert every time a new 
issue is released and have access to download every 
issue as a PDF. You can also sign up for a hard-copy 
subscription for home delivery.

Want to Carry AHM in Your Store?
Attract more hobbyists to your store by offering Aquarium Hobbyist 
Magazine to your customers! We educate hobbyists on new products, 
husbandry techniques, and livestock. Plus, we never publish e-tailer 
ads! Ask your livestock distributor to contact us or contact one of our 
distributors below. You can also email us through the “Contact Us” tab on 
our website to get stocked. Your customers will love it!
• Apet – www.apetinc.com
• All Seas Marine – www.allseaslax.com
• Aquatropic – www.aquatropic.com
• DFW Aquarium Supply – www.dfwaquarium.com
• Poseidon Aquatics – www.poseidonaquatics.com
• Quality Marine – www.qualitymarine.com
• Segrest Farms – www.segrestfarms.com

Visit Us on the Web
www.aquariumhobbyistmagazine.com
• Read all back issues in the AHM archives for FREE.
• Sign up for a hard-copy subscription or FREE digital subscription.
• Download and save issues in PDF.
• Find out about upcoming events in your area.
•  www.facebook.com/aquariumhobbyistmagazine
•  www.instagram.com/aquariumhobbyistmagazine

AHM Staff
Managing Editor Jason Oneppo 
Executive Editor and Director of Advertising Harry T. Tung 
Consulting Editor Jim Adelberg 
Copy Editor Melinda Campbell, S. Houghton

Comments or suggestions? Contact us on our website!
©2018 Aquarium Hobbyist Magazine. All rights reserved. 
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Article by Nicole Mcentee with images by John Zhang

A s aquarium enthusiasts, one of our goals is to continually 
improve the perspective that people have of aquariums and 
fishkeeping. For so long, aquariums have been used to hold 

pet fish without much regard for the aesthetic of their surrounding 
environments. With a continual progression in design, we believe 
the aesthetics of both aquarium and environment go hand in hand. 
Nowadays, we try our best to use products and equipment to pro-
duce a display that aligns with our sense of style.

In our house, we decided to get rid of our TV and turn its stand into 
an aquarium stand. We relocated one of the tanks from our bed-
room to the TV stand and paired it with another to create our dual 
4.6-gallon tank setup. By removing the TV from its stand and creat-
ing a symmetrical display with the two aquariums, we really opened 

Nicole Mcentee and John Zhang

Nicole and John live in Los Angeles, California, and have been in the 
hobby since 2004. This couple designs pico and nano scapes and 
has recently made a new business out of it.

A Fresh Perspective:
 Repurposing a TV Stand



System #1 was previously located in our bedroom as pictured here.

System #1

Pygmy Corydoras
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up the space, which made it a relaxing yet productive work 
environment. We placed our favorite indoor terrestrial plants, a 
speaker, a random bottle, and some good reads on the stand 
with the aquariums to add more character and finish the look. 
All of the tanks we use are rimless, and we’re particular about 
the equipment we use with them. We’re strict about only rec-
ommending products that we would use ourselves. That being 
said, let’s talk about each tank.

System #1 Profile (left)
Tank: Ultum Nature Systems 5N Nano (14.17” × 8.66” × 8.66”)
Volume: 4.6 gallons
Glass: 91 percent high-clarity Diamant glass with mitered 
edges
Aquascape Style: Iwagumi
Stone: Ryuoh Stone
Substrate:

 ‒ ADA Amazonia
 ‒ ADA Power Sand Special-S
 ‒ natural sand

Substrate Additives:
 ‒ ADA Bacter 100
 ‒ ADA Tourmaline BC
 ‒ ADA Clear Super

Lighting: Chihiros Aquasky 45 cm LED; 10-hour photoperiod
Filter: ADA Super Jet Filter ES-150 (canister)
Filter Media:

 ‒ ceramic rings
 ‒ micro sponge

Filter Pipes: ADA glass lily pipes
Plumbing: 10 and 13 mm clear tubing
Heating: Cobalt Aquatics 50-watt Neo-Therm
CO2:

 ‒ 2.5 lbs. cylinder tank
 ‒ CO2Art regulator
 ‒ Do!aqua Music Glass Mini diffuser (15 mm)

Fertilizers:
 ‒ ADA Brighty K
 ‒ ADA Green Brighty Step 3
 ‒ ADA ECA
 ‒ ADA Green Gain

Food: Hikari (every other day)
Plants:

 ‒ Dwarf Hairgrass (Eleocharis parvula 'Mini')
 ‒ Micranthemum umbrosum 'Monte Carlo'

Fish: Pygmy Corydoras (Corydoras pygmaeus)

This tank is one of our oldest setups, and we recently rescaped 
it. It has always been one of our favorites and still is, even after 
the rescape.

The second tank is one that was set up a tad bit more on a 
whim. However, as a disclaimer, we’d never recommend that 
anyone buy any living creatures on impulse. Proper research 
and planning should be prioritized before bringing pets home, 
whether it be fish, amphibians, reptiles, dogs, cats, or others. We 
added one of our Betta fish to the aquarium rather quickly, but 
we had filter media from established tanks and all the required 
items on hand to make sure the tank was safe for him.



System #2
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Alternanthera reineckii 'Mini' growing on top of Eleocharis belem Glass CO2 diffuser

Hydrocotyle tripartita pearlingTissue-culture 
plants being 
prepped for 
planting
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Above: System #2 was planted using the Dry-start Method, which is the process of growing plants emersed (out of water) until they're established.
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System #2 Profile (right)
Tank: Ultum Nature Systems 5N Nano (14.17” × 8.66” × 8.66”)
Volume: 4.6 gallons
Glass: 91 percent high-clarity Diamant glass with mitered edges
Aquascape Style: Nature Aquarium
Wood: Manzanita wood
Substrate:

 ‒ ADA Amazonia Light
 ‒ ADA Power Sand Special-S

Substrate Additives:
 ‒ ADA Bacter 100
 ‒ ADA Tourmaline BC
 ‒ ADA Clear Super

Lighting: Twinstar 360E LED; 8-hour photoperiod
Filter: Zoo Med 501 (canister)
Filter Media:

 ‒ ceramic rings
 ‒ micro sponge

Filter Pipes: ADA glass lily pipes
Plumbing: 10 mm clear tubing
Heating: Aquatop 25 watt
CO2:

 ‒ 24 oz. disposable cartridge
 ‒ Fluval regulator
 ‒ CO2Art solenoid
 ‒ Do!aqua Music Glass Mini diffuser (15 mm)

Fertilizers:
 ‒ ADA Brighty K
 ‒ ADA Green Brighty Mineral
 ‒ ADA ECA
 ‒ ADA Green Gain

Plants:
 ‒ Ludwigia repens 'Super Red'
 ‒ Rotala sp. 'Pink'
 ‒ Rotala sp. 'Mini Butterfly'
 ‒ Myriophyllum sp. 'Mini Guyana'
 ‒ Hydrocotyle tripartita
 ‒ Alternanthera reineckii 'Mini'
 ‒ Eleocharis belem
 ‒ Isopterygium sp. 'Mini Taiwan Moss'
 ‒ Anubias barteri var. nana 'Pangolino'
 ‒ Bucephalandra sp. 'Red Mini'
 ‒ Bucephalandra sp. 'Green Wavy'

Fish: Betta splendens
Food: Hikari (every other day)

We are constantly changing the interior decoration of our home, and 
part of that includes relocating our tanks and rescaping them fre-
quently. We’re hoping to make our mark on the aquarium hobby by 
showing that aquarium keeping can be many things: educational, 
fun, and an aesthetic complement to anyone’s space. We look for-
ward to sharing a new design with you soon! AH



System #2
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 Experimenting With a Carnivorous Carpet Plant
By Chris Jastrzebski

U tricularia graminifolia is a rootless carnivorous bladderwort. 
In its natural environment, U. graminifolia grows both terres-
trially and submerged in nutrient-poor swamps, bogs, and 

marshes. Contrary to the vast majority of common aquarium plants, 
U. graminifolia does not receive nutrients from the water column; it 
receives nutrition through its bladders. The bladders, hollow with a 
negative pressure inside, attract, capture, and digest prey. When the 
sensitive hairs of the trap detect an organism, the hairs act as a trig-
ger mechanism, registering the force of impact and springing the pli-
able trap. This breaks the watertight seal and vacuums the organ-
ism into the trap in fractions of a second. These organisms consist 
of, but are not limited to, various types of animals and algae, such 
as rotifers, rhizopods, copepods, cladoceran, nematodes, insects, 

cyanobacteria, Chlorophyta, Bacillariophyta, and Euglenophyta. 
Digesting the organisms provides U. graminifolia with a rich source 
of organic nitrogen and phosphorus.

Growing Science
The difficulty aquarists encounter while growing U. graminifolia most 
often occurs from a misunderstanding of the plant. Oftentimes, it’s 
grown similarly to other common carpeting aquarium plants using 
traditional methods. However, it requires a completely different 
approach. U. graminifolia is not necessarily a carpeting plant and 
actually prefers to be free floating. It’s capable of attaching itself 
naturally to substrates, rocks, or whatever other media it may 
encounter. Also, since it’s rootless, planting it in a substrate creates 
a false sense of rooting. The “roots” are the runners of the plant, and 
the runners are what anchors it within the substrate.

If planted, U. graminifolia prefers an acidic environment in nutri-
ent-poor soil, rocks, or gravel. It prefers soft water but will tolerate 
hard water, provided it’s acidic. The easiest way to ensure an acidic 
environment is with the use of peat moss. Peat moss not only keeps 
the water acidic, but it provides many of the organisms to satisfy 

Chris Jastrzebski

Chris is from San Diego, California, and has been in the hobby since 
2016. Look up "southbayaqua" on Instagram, YouTube, and Facebook 
to see more of his amazing scapes.



A top-down view of the 6-week Dry-start Method

CO2 bubble counter and diffuser Betta splendens

6-week Dry-start Method
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U. graminifolia’s dietary needs. Once established, the natural adhe-
siveness of the plant anchors it until it becomes too massive and 
extricates itself from the substrate. Like its terrestrial cousins, U. gra-
minifolia is sensitive to fertilizer. Zero fertilization is optimal, but it 
can withstand fertilization in a planted tank as long as an adequate 
amount of plants that utilize fertilizers are also growing in the tank. 
This plant is indifferent to the addition of CO2 and doesn’t need it 
to flourish. However, CO2 won’t hurt it and does not significantly 
change its growth rate or appearance. Medium to high light, an 
acidic environment, and organisms for food are all it really needs.

Below are the details and results of four different experimen-
tal setups I used to try to grow U. graminifolia. By creating these 
different environments, I was able to control various factors to better 
understand the best method to grow U. graminifolia successfully for 
the long term.

6-Week Dry-Start Method
Tank: ADA Cube Garden 60-F Aquarium (8.6 gallons)
Light: Twinstar 600E LED
Substrate: ADA Amazonia Light
Fertilizer: ADA Brighty Series
CO2: pressurized system

In this setup, the Dry-start Method was applied for 6 weeks. During 
the Dry-start Method, U. graminifolia was grown terrestrially in a 
high-humidity environment. This allowed the plant to flourish, send 
out runners, and create a thick and healthy carpet. (Initially, dry 



Tidal Marsh Method front view

Tidal Marsh Method top-down view

Tidal Marsh Method display tank and reservoir tank
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start or not, Utricularia grows in clumps on top of itself rather than 
creating runners.) Toward the end of the dry-start period, the plant 
had grown significantly, and the substrate was nearly covered with 
a thick and beautiful carnivorous carpet. Once the aquarium was 
flooded with water, the plant continued to grow and sporadically 
send runners throughout the substrate.

Toward the end of the initial cycling of the tank, ammonia started to 
leach from the substrate, and this was the beginning of the death of 
the U. graminifolia carpet. The ammonia melted it from the bottom up, 
and this is usually not clearly visible since the U. graminifolia grows 
on top of itself. The rotting base can go unnoticed for quite some 
time, potentially creating the common uprooting issue. Uprooting 
is when the carpet detaches itself from the substrate and begins to 
float. If you’re fortunate enough that the carpet hasn’t uprooted, the 
melt will become apparent after a few trims once the healthy plant 
mass has been trimmed away. With the Dry-start Method, there is 
typically a noticeable amount of decaying U. graminifolia at the base 
of the carpet. While the Dry-start Method appears to be the easiest 
way to grow U. graminifolia at first, it is certainly not suitable for the 
long-term success of this plant.

Tidal Marsh Method
Display Tank: Ultum Nature Systems 5N (4.6 gallons)
Reservoir Tank: Ultum Nature Systems 20C (2.1 gallons)
Light: Twinstar 360E LED
Substrate: ADA Amazonia Light
Fertilizer: none
CO2: none

In the Tidal Marsh Method, 2 cups of tissue-cultured U. graminifo-
lia were sliced in half horizontally and tied down to a stainless steel 
mesh structure filled with substrate. The structure was placed on top 
of Dragon Stone toward the top of the aquarium. With a water pump 
and a reservoir tank, I replicated the natural ebb and flow environ-
ment of U. graminifolia that resulted in the water line fluctuating from 
above to below the plant multiple times a day. Even though there 
were no fertilizers or CO2 used, the U. graminifolia grew well, filling 
in the crevices and creeping along the stones.

There was no uprooting or melting using this method. The reason for 
this is because rigorous water changes were performed during the 
initial cycling of the tank. There was no water sitting in the substrate 
of the structure since it was made of mesh and elevated on top of 
the Dragon Stone. During each water change, much of the ammonia 
was removed with the water rather than getting trapped within the 
substrate. The carpet flourished with ease.

Peat Moss Bog Method
Tank: Ultum Nature Systems 60S (10 gallons)
Light: Twinstar 600SP
Substrate: peat moss and gravel
Fertilizer: none
CO2: none

In the Peat Moss Bog Method, a base layer of sphagnum peat moss 
was capped with gravel and planted with U. graminifolia. No fertil-
izer or CO2 was used in this aquarium. The carpet grew and spread 



Peat Moss Bog Method front view
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U. graminifolia flowers
Rubripinnis Killifish (Nothobranchius 
rubripinnis) in Peat Moss Bog Method

2-week Dry-start Method with peat moss

2-week Dry-start Method with peat moss

Peat Moss Bog Method grown in and flowering
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rapidly, mostly due to the acidic and nutrient-poor 
substrate, which contained several species of 
organisms, copepods, and various types of algae. 
The Utricularia bladders vacuum in the microor-
ganisms and subsequently digest them to obtain 
the essential phosphorous and nitrogen needed 
for survival. The use of live organisms creates 
extremely thick blades and promotes flowering. 
Flowering is an unusual occurrence for aquarists 
and is unlikely to occur without the addition of live 
organisms for food. Using peat moss as a substrate 
is the easiest and most natural way to grow U. gra-
minifolia aquatically.

2-Week Dry-Start Method + Peat Moss
Tank: ADA 60-F (8.6 gallons)
Light: ADA Aquasky G 601
Substrate: ADA Amazonia
Fertilizer: none
CO2: pressurized system

For this method, U. graminifolia was planted in ADA 
Amazonia. There was a 2-week dry start before the 
aquarium was flooded. Once flooded, regular trimming 
of the U. graminifolia began to offset any base melting 
that was occurring. For 2 months, it was trimmed as 
low as possible to promote an even carpet. Due to 
the sporadic nature of U. graminifolia runners, waiting 
for the runners to penetrate the substrate took a long 
time. The idea was to prevent the clumpy effect, which 
can hide melting or become a catalyst for uprooting. 
Meanwhile, the U. graminifolia experienced a constant 
melting battle due to the substrate leaching nutrients. 
Melt was regularly brushed away with a paint brush 
and siphoned out with airline tubing.

Since this method adheres to traditional plant-
ed-tank methodology, this method is the most 
commonly used yet the most time consuming 
and hardest way to grow U. graminifolia. To ensure 
survival, preceding the initial cycling of the tank, 
peat moss was injected into the substrate, helping 
to establish an acidic environment and organism 
colony so that the U. graminifolia didn’t die from 
starvation. Generally, peat moss is injected using a 
turkey baster or pipette, depending on the consis-
tency of the peat. In this case, a turkey baster was 
used to inject clumpier peat moss.

Conclusion
Considering all of the methods, the Peat Moss Bog 
Method seems to be the most ideal for U. gramini-
folia. The less you do, the better this plant grows. It 
is ultimately a low-tech aquarium carpet and quite 
possibly the easiest, as long as you keep in mind 
that this plant thrives in an acidic environment, is 
averse to fertilization, and requires sufficient lighting 
and organisms for food. AH
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 Keeping Your Aquarium Cool 
 in the Summer Heat
By Mari Puts

H eating an aquarium, as we all know, is not much of a chal-
lenge. But what about when summer rolls around and the 
water temperatures start to rise? Warm water contains less 

dissolved oxygen, which is problematic for fish, plants, and inverte-
brates. I personally know more than a few aquarists whose livestock 
have suffered due to their aquariums overheating. Fortunately, there 
are some easy ways to prevent this problem.

The most important thing to keep in mind when your aquarium 
appears to be overheating is to avoid taking drastic measures. 

Sudden changes in temperature can be worse for your fish than a 
few days of warmer water. Cool things down gradually. Around 80° F 
is the maximum temperature you should be aiming for with most 
tropical aquarium fish.

Emergency Measures
Water Changes: Replacing warm water with cooler water seems 
like a logical solution, but a sudden change in temperature caused 
by pouring in a bucket of cold water usually does more harm than 
good. If the only option you have available to lower your aquarium’s 
water temperature is doing a water change, do a small one with 
water that is only slightly cooler. A one- or two-degree difference is 
OK, especially if it’s a small water change, but much more than that 
and you’re risking problems way beyond overheating.

Ice Bottles or Bags of Ice: Floating frozen bottles of water or 
bags of ice in your tank can rapidly reduce the tank’s temperature. 

Mari Puts

Mari is a student and blogger from Nijmegen, The Netherlands, 
who has been keeping fish since 2010. In 2012, at the age of 14, Mari 
started writing about fishkeeping on her blog, Aquariadise.com.
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Be cautious not to use too many since a sudden drop in tempera-
ture can shock your fish. Also, do not put ice cubes directly into your 
aquarium. Place them in a sealed plastic bag first; otherwise, you 
could be adding chlorine, chloramine, or other harmful compounds 
to your tank water.

Keep it Cool
Now let’s move on to the cooling methods that work continuously 
and can keep your temperatures safe.

Water Movement: As mentioned in the introduction, oxygen levels 
drop when water heats up. If your fish are staying near the surface 
or gasping for air, it’s definitely time to take action. An effective way 
to enhance oxygen exchange is to agitate the water’s surface with 
a small powerhead, circulation pump, internal filter, or just a simple 
airstone connected to an air pump.

Cool Down the Room: Close the curtains and windows as soon 
as it starts to heat up in the morning to keep the heat out. When 
things cool down in the evening, consider opening a window for a 
few hours to allow hot air to escape. If you’ve got air conditioning, 
this is the time to use it; just don’t drop the room temperature too 
drastically in a short period of time.

Turn Off the Lights: Aquarium lights, including LEDs, produce 
heat. They’re basically heating up the aquarium whenever they’re 
on, which is obviously not ideal if the tank is already too hot. A few 
days of darkness aren’t detrimental to your plants and fish, so turn 
off the lights or at least shorten your light cycle. If you really don’t 
want to decrease the amount of light your scape is getting, highly 



This aquarium's lids open in the front 
and back, allowing for good circulation 
to aid in cooling. ■ dipressionist

Hatchetfish and other 
surface-swimming fish may 
jump out when aquarium 
lids are open. ■ besjunior

Even in heavily planted tanks, a few days without light won't be detrimental to the plants. ■ plepraisaeng
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efficient LED lighting systems that don’t emit a lot of heat are the 
way to go.

Open the Canopy Top: This is a great way to allow heat to escape, 
but be sure to consider your livestock before opening up your 
aquarium top. Some species, like hatchetfish, are frequent jump-
ers. Other creatures, like crayfish, are true escape artists that might 
take the open top as an invitation to go exploring outside the tank. 
In urgent cases, you can open just the feeding panels (if you have 
them) or use a screen cover to cover the tank so you can remove 
the top without risking escape attempts. Avoid screen covers that 
are made for reptile or small animal enclosures; these are more 
prone to rust than screen covers made for aquariums.

The Big Guns
In some situations, the solutions discussed above just won’t cut 
it. If your room temperature is too high, your aquarium will also 
heat up, even if you leave the top open or turn off the lights. Don’t 
worry—there are still some options.

Cooling Fans: One or more small fans blowing across the water’s 
surface can enhance evaporation and keep the tank temperature 
a few degrees lower. This process is called evaporative cooling. 
The difference won’t be huge, but it can be just enough to prevent 
dangerous situations. Many aquarium stores sell cooling fan sys-
tems made especially for aquariums. Keep in mind that you might 
have to top-off (replace water that has evaporated from the aquar-
ium) more frequently if you’re running fans for evaporative cooling.



Cooling fan ■ Zoo Med

A
quarium

 chiller ■ JBJ
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Aquarium Chillers: If all else fails and you don’t want to lose your 
precious livestock, it’s time to install a chiller. Aquarium chilling sys-
tems can be quite expensive, especially for larger tanks, but if you 
can’t keep the tank cool enough with any of the other methods, they 
will definitely do the job. Chillers are rated by horse power, and the 
larger the tank you have, the greater the horse power you’ll need.

Heat itself is not the only danger during hot summer days. Warm 
water speeds up the metabolism of your fish, which means they eat 
more and produce more waste. Adjust your maintenance schedule 
accordingly to prevent water quality issues. Keep a close eye on the 
water values using a test kit. Also consider temporarily increasing 
your water change frequency. This helps keep the water quality high, 
and the new, oxygen-rich water offers some relief to your fish. As 
discussed, the water you’re adding can be one or two degrees cooler 
than the current aquarium water temperature.

Conclusion
Although cooling your aquarium can be a bit of a challenge, there 
are some things you can do to keep the temperature in a safe range. 
Being proactive and planning ahead will ensure your livestock’s 
safety. Make sure you have your summer plan ready beforehand, 
and purchase equipment like air stones or cooling fans in advance. 
And most importantly, be sure to monitor that aquarium thermom-
eter like a hawk. If you’re going on vacation, don’t forget to explain 
emergency cooling instructions to your fish sitter so he or she knows 
what to do in a situation where the tank is overheating. Better safe 
than sorry! AH
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Still Life
M y minimalist planted Betta tank 

is a reflection of my design phi-
losophy. I'm big on staying clut-

ter-free and believe that a clean space 
or home is essential for a clear mind. 
As I've always thoroughly enjoyed min-
imalist aesthetic, I wanted to apply this 
style of living to the art of nature aquar-
ium design.

Aquarium
Brand: Ultum Nature Systems 5N
Dimensions: 14.17” × 8.66” × 8.66”
Glass: low iron, high clarity
Volume: 5 gallons

Aquascape
Style: minimalist planted tank
Substrate: sand
Wood: Spider Wood

Amber Midorium

Amber is a business marketing profes-
sional from Southern California who 
started in the aquarium hobby in 2016. 
Follow Amber on Instagram under the us-
ername "midorium."

By Amber Midorium
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Equipment
Lighting: 6-watt Crystal Clip-on Nano 
LED; 8-hour photoperiod
Filter: Zoo Med Turtle Clean 501 
external canister
Filter Media: ceramic rings, sponge 
cubes, Seachem Purigen
Filter Pipes/Plumbing: glass lily pipes, 
clear tubing
Heating: Tetra
CO2: pressurized system with 24 oz. 
disposable cartridge

Plants
 ‒ Anubias barteri var. nana 'Petite'
 ‒ Bucephalandra sp.
 ‒ Christmas Moss
 ‒ Anubias barteri var. nana 'Pangolino'
 ‒ Anubias barteri var. nana 'Pinto'

Fish
 ‒ Betta splendens

Feeding
 ‒ small portions 2 times per day
 ‒ Hikari bloodworms, brine shrimp, 
Daphnia, Tubifex Worms AH



Scan this QR 
code to see a 
video of this 
amazing scape.

Crystal Red Shrimp
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Gokul Krishnan

Gokul is a creative visualizer who resides in Bangalore, India, and 
shares his amazing aquarium-related photography as "Gokul 
Krishnan Photography" on Facebook and "photogider" on Instagram.

Inspiration: minimalist Iwagumi (Japanese for "rock formation") 
aquascape with islands

Aquarium
Dimensions: 18” × 9” × 12”
Volume: ~8.5 gallons

Aquascape
Style: Iwagumi
Substrate: ADA Amazonia
Stone: Seiryu Stone
Plants: Micranthemum sp. 
'Monte Carlo'

Equipment
Lighting: (1) 36-watt power 
compact; 8-hour photoperiod
Filter: Resun Cyclone CY20
Filter Media: ADA Bio Rio 
and Seachem Matrix
CO2: 8 hours daily at 2 
bubbles per second

Livestock
 ‒ Ember Tetra 
(Hyphessobrycon amandae)

 ‒ Otocinclus sp.
 ‒ Crystal Red Shrimp 
(Caridina cf. cantonensis var. 
'Crystal Red')

Maintenance
Fertilizers: ADA Green 
Brighty Step 1 and 2
Feeding: Tetra Bits and Glas- 
Garten Nanofish Dinner once 
a day AH

 mini iwagumi
By Gokul Krishnan









Scan this QR 
code to see a 
video of this 
amazing biotope.
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 Moliro Biotope: Lake Tanganyika in the South of the Congo
By Darpan Dhawan

I n nature, Tropheus are found in shallow, precipitous rocky areas. 
In this Moliro biotope, rocks from a small to very large size 
were used with fine sand to create this underwater landscape 

and make it look natural. The large rocks that break the water’s 
surface were used to make the tank feel shallow, while small- to 
medium-sized rocks were used to provide shelter and hiding places.

Tropheus love algae-grazing on rocks, consuming green as well as 
reddish-brown algae. I believe that this natural food growing in the 
aquarium provides the fish with the nutrients required to maintain 
their health and color. Algae on the rocks photosynthesize a few 
hours after the lights turn on and can be observed releasing oxygen.

It is my opinion that this fish’s behavior is different at dawn versus 
dusk. This setup allows me to watch them display their natu-
ral behavior throughout the day, including fighting, grazing, and 
shoaling.

Aquarium
Size: 47” × 18” × 18”
Volume: ~71 gallons

Aquascape
Style: biotope
Stone: Mountain Stone
Substrate: fine sand

Equipment
Lighting: T5 (6,500 K), (2) LED fixtures (410–430 NM and 10,000 K); 
8–10 hour photoperiod with dawn to dusk light cycle
Filter: canister
Filter Media: ceramic rings

Temperature
 ‒ 78.8° F

Maintenance
 ‒ 50 percent water change once per week

Fish
 ‒ Tropheus Moliro Firecracker (Tropheus sp. 'Red Moliro')

Feeding
 ‒ Ocean Nutrition Cichlid Vegi Pellets once a day when the lights 
are off AH

Darpan Dhawan

Darpan is a professional aquascaper and owner of Darpan Fish 
Aquariums, located In Rajpura, Punjab, India. Connect with "Darpan 
Fish Aquariums" on YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram to see more 
of his amazing work.



Tropheus Moliro Firecracker
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 Discus High-Rise
By Yuriy Yancher

T his aquarium is located on the 17th floor of an apartment building and was built on site. The glass panels had to be raised by a lift, and 
it took the strength of 12 men to carry them and place them where the aquarium was being constructed. The large front glass panel 
weighs approximately 725 pounds, and the total weight of the glass used to build the aquarium is almost 2,000 pounds. Because this 

is a tall aquarium (over 7 feet tall), the use of thick glass allowed the tank to be built without any braces or trim. The approximately 2-inch-
thick glass panels are cleaned with an Aqua Medic Mega Mag 3 algae scraper.

Aquarium
Tank: ~53” × 19” × 87” (60” front panel)
Glass: Diamant ultra clarity
Volume: ~237 gallons
Cabinet: custom

Aquascape
Style: hardscape
Substrate: Hagen Quartz Sand
Wood: alder trunks

Equipment
Lighting: custom LED
Filter: (2) Fluval FX6
Heating: (2) JBL ProTemp S 300
UV Sterilizer: JBL Aqua Cristal UV-C 11W

Maintenance
 ‒ partial water change 2 times a week

Fish
 ‒ Blue Diamond Discus (Symphysodon sp.)
 ‒ Cardinal Tetra (Paracheirodon axelrodi)
 ‒ Rummy-nose Tetra (Hemigrammus rhodostomus)
 ‒ Orinoco Angel Pleco (Hypancistrus sp. 'L201')

Feeding Regimen
 ‒ 1–2 times per day
 ‒ JBL GranaDiscus Premium
 ‒ frozen brine shrimp AH

Yuriy Yancher

Yuriy lives in Kiev, Ukraine, and has been in the hobby since he was 5 
years old. At the age of 15, he became an employee of the Aquarium 
of Freshwater Fauna of Dnipropetrovsk State University where he 
worked for 11 years. He is now a professional aquarist who designs 
aquariums and studies ichthyology. You can find him on Facebook as 
"yura.yancher" or visit his website glassbox-history.com.
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A Splash of Color for Any Tank!
By Jim Adelberg

T etras are an amazing group of fish. For the most part, tetras 
are small, colorful, and lively schooling and shoaling fish from 
Africa and Central and South America. They are some of the 

most popular tropical aquarium fish and have been well represented 
in our hobby since its earliest days. Their popularity is easy to under-
stand: there are tetras in almost any color of the rainbow you could 
want, they fare well in captivity, and with a little knowledge of their 
requirements and temperaments, they can be successfully added to 
almost any community tank. In this article, I’d like to introduce four 

of my favorite tetras and provide some guidance you may find useful 
if you want to add a splash of color to your tank.

Cardinal Tetra (Paracheirodon axelrodi)
Cardinals are very striking in appearance. The entire bottom half of 
the body is brilliant red, capped by an electric blue midline stripe. 
They are found in the Orinoco and Negro Rivers in Colombia, 
Venezuela, and Brazil. Cardinals have traditionally been almost 
exclusively available as wild-caught fish and have supported the 
development of sustainable fisheries in the areas where they’re 
found. Because of this preponderance of wild-caught individuals, 
it’s always been good practice to try to provide them with water 
chemistry that approximates their natural habitat.

Cardinals come from what are called blackwater rivers, meaning that 
these waters are heavily infused with tannins (yellowish or brownish 
acidic organic substance present in barks and other plant tissues) 
from decaying plants. These waters are soft (low hardness levels), 
acidic (low pH), and quite warm. Good water parameter targets for 
Cardinals in mixed community tanks are around 4 or 5° GH (general 

Jim Adelberg

Jim is the executive editor of Reef Hobbyist Magazine and breeds 
marine fish in his spare time. He has a specific interest and experience 
in creating harmonious communities of fish and designing biotope-
style aquariums.



The red stripe on Cardinal Tetras extends the full length of the fish. ■ neryx

A school of Cardinal Tetras ■ Norasit Kaewsai

The red stripe on Neon Tetras extends from the tail to midbody. ■ lapis2380
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hardness), a pH of 5 or 6, and temperatures in the upper 70s to low 
80s Fahrenheit.

Lately, more and more captive-bred Cardinals have been finding 
their way into the market, and while I have no personal experience 
with these farmed fish, reports indicate that they are less sensitive 
to harder and higher-pH water.

Cardinal Tetras are one of the quintessential schooling species 
in the aquarium hobby, and the iconic image of a tank filled with 
angelfish or discus and shoals of Cardinal Tetras have inspired many 
new aquarists. Because of their natural tendency to school, they 
create a stunning visual effect when kept in sufficient numbers. 
Like many schooling fish, they will be more comfortable in groups 
of six or more. They will sometimes beat up the weakest member 
of their school, but this happens most when too few fish are kept 
in a group. Cardinals are fast and, combined with their schooling 
behavior, particularly well suited to community tanks with larger 
fish. I’ve kept them successfully with large fish, including breeding 
groups of angels, discus, and Geophagus sp. Adult Cardinal Tetras 
can reach a total length of almost 2 inches, so keep that in mind 
when choosing how many to stock.

Cardinals come from rivers with plenty of aquatic or land plants and 
will be quite at home schooling through well-planted tanks.

In the wild, Cardinals eat insects, Daphnia, infusoria, and other items 
and are considered primarily carnivorous. In the aquarium, they’ll 
appreciate high-quality flake and mini-pellet diets supplemented 
with a good variety of frozen foods (brine shrimp, Blackworms, 
bloodworms, cyclops, and more).

Neon Tetra (Paracheirodon innesi)
Neons are such a staple in aquariums that you’re almost guaranteed 
to see some in every fish store. They’re quite pretty and have similar 
colors and markings as Cardinal Tetras, but the red on the bottom of 
the Neon only extends from the tail to about the halfway point along 
the lower flank. Neons hail from the Amazon basin in Colombia, 
Peru, and Brazil. These habitats are similar in water chemistry to 
the blackwater habitats of the Cardinal Tetra but average slightly 
lower temperatures and slightly higher pH levels. Neons are almost 
entirely farm raised in contrast to Cardinals, and this, combined 
with their less acidic, cooler, and harder-water natural environment, 
makes them better suited to tanks that are going to be maintained 
for a more general mix of community fish. While they still prefer soft, 
acidic water, they’re more tolerant of pH around neutral (7.0) and 
can handle a bit harder water and temperatures in the low- to mid- 
70s Fahrenheit.

Neons are similar in disposition to Cardinals, although they school 
a little less tightly and are a bit more aggressive. Because of these 
characteristics, Neons may be aggressive toward other fish in the 
tank, and slow fish are particularly at risk. Be cautious mixing them 
with Bettas, Guppies, and other slow-moving or long-finned fish. 
Once they settle into a tank, they will generally school in the same 
way as Cardinals and should be stocked in groups of six or more.

Adult Neons tend to be slightly rounder in body shape than adult 
Cardinals and are also smaller, reaching only about 1.5 inches.



Glowlight Tetra ■ lapis2380

Neon Tetras are available as a long-finned variety. ■ neryx

Neon Tetras are also available as an albino variety. ■ mexrix
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Neons will enjoy all the same variety of high-quality prepared and 
frozen foods as Cardinals and have very similar diets in the wild.

Glowlight Tetra (Hemigrammus erythrozonus)
Glowlight Tetras are found in the waters of the Essequibo River in 
Guyana, South America. They are mostly silver with a horizontal 
iridescent reddish-orange stripe across the middle of the body. The 
Glowlight is, in many ways, a better fish than Neons or Cardinals 
for mixed communities of aquarium fish. They are more tolerant of 
the slightly higher pH levels we may keep for our mixed tanks and 
handle a pH up to 7.5 with no problem. This makes them a good 
choice for mixing with livebearers, for example. They are also less 
aggressive than Neons but are still a nice schooling fish and are less 
likely to nip at slow-moving or long-finned fish. Glowlights are also 
able to live in harder water than either Cardinals or Neons, making 
special pre-treatment of water less critical. Adult Glowlights reach 
a length of around 2 inches and are very robust. Although they’re 
less colorful than either Cardinals or Neons, their colors are well-
suited to complementing a planted tank without being a distraction 
the way the electric blue of the other species can be.

They will enjoy the same diet of quality flake food and mini-pellets 
supplemented with frozen foods. Their general hardiness and 
tolerance of variable water chemistries makes them more suitable 
to new tanks and a far better fish for beginners.

Rummy-Nose Tetra (Hemigrammus rhodostomus)
The Rummy-nose Tetra is one of my all-time favorites. They are 
mostly silver along the body but sport a striking red-colored head 
and a beautiful horizontal flag-fin tail. Although there are three 
separate species that are commonly called Rummy-nose, they are 
all visually similar, have similar dispositions, and come from the 
same types of water chemistry in the wild. H. rhodostomus is another 
species that comes from the Orinoco and Amazon basin, and as we 
know, these are called blackwater rivers due to their high tannin 
content. We also know that these rivers are soft, acidic, and warm. 
Most Rummy-nose you will see in stores are captive bred, and while 
they will show best in an aquarium with blackwater, they are fully 
capable of thriving in neutral pH and medium-hardness water (up 
to around 6° GH).

Rummy-nose get slightly larger than Cardinals but will school just 
as tightly when stocked in a group of six or more. They are less 
aggressive than Neons but can be rough on each other, especially 
in smaller groups. Rummy-nose are notably longer lived than 
either Neons or Cardinals, with reliable reports of 6-year-old fish 
continuing to do well (most Neons and Cardinals rarely live beyond 
4 or 5 years, even in optimal conditions). To my eye, the Rummy-
nose is the perfect complement to planted tanks. They are colorful 
but not gaudy, and the flag-fin markings on the tail give a distinct 
visual balance as the school swims in and around the plants in a 
tank.

Feeding preferences are the same as the Neons and Cardinals with 
the notable exception that Rummy-nose are a little bit more willing 
to feed directly at the surface and will be best fed with flake or 
floating mini-pellets that remain at the surface for a longer time. 
Although you’re likely to only see captive-bred Rummy-nose offered 



A school of Rummy-nose Tetras ■ Andriy Kotlyarov Rummy-nose Tetra ■ Anake Seenadee
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for sale in most shops, they still prefer a pH of below neutral in 
captivity and will not maintain their red-colored head as brightly in 
higher-pH tanks.

In conclusion, I’d like to offer a few pointers and reminders on these 
schooling tetras and fish acquisition in general. First off, plan ahead. 
If you want to maintain a tank that will show these species to their 
best advantage, choose compatible tankmates and make sure that 
you can accommodate their preferred water chemistry parameters. 
Also, be aware that all four of these species show best in larger 
schools and longer tanks where their clustered schooling can be 
enjoyed as they move in a group from one end of the aquarium 

to the other. These fish all originate in clean, medium-flow, and 
relatively stable waters (as far as temperature and water chemistry) 
and will react poorly to either dirty environments or rapid changes 
in water chemistry. Adjust pH, temperature, and general hardness 
for water changes in the replacement water before adding it to the 
aquarium. It’s preferable to do smaller-percent water changes more 
often instead of larger ones less frequently. Now that you have some 
background on these little jewels of the aquarium world, you should 
be able to set up your own school of tetras and enjoy one of the 
most visually entrancing sights in the hobby. Enjoy your tank and 
remember that providing the best care for your fish is the only real 
way to get the most enjoyment from your aquarium. AH
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Setting Up a Simple Nano Tank
 for Cherry Shrimp
By Rezdwan Hamid

I n the first issue of Aquarium Hobbyist Magazine, you may have 
read an article introducing the Cherry Shrimp (Neocaridina 
davidi). In this article, I’ll share with you how to set up a simple 

nano tank to successfully keep these cool little shrimp. I will cover 
the preparation and setup of the system, as well as the maintenance 
and feeding requirements.

Before we start, there are a few things you need to know about 
keeping shrimp that are different from keeping fish. Shrimp are 
more sensitive to changes in water parameters than fish and cannot 
tolerate pH fluctuations. You can do a big water change for a tank 
with fish but not for a tank with shrimp. Another difference is the 
importance of algae in a shrimp tank. You may want to eliminate 
algae from your fish display, but algae are important in a shrimp 
tank. Algae, among other items, are a staple food for shrimp.

Equipment
Tank: First, you’ll need a nano-sized shrimp tank—this would be 
a tank of approximately 3 gallons or less. These tanks are typically 
made of glass, and the main difference between the various tanks 
available will be how they look.

Rezdwan Hamid

Rezdwan lives in Singapore and shares his experiences online on 
his blog, nanoscaper.net, with hopes that it will encourage others to 
start their own aquariums.



Sand is the recommended substrate for Cherry Shrimp, and a feeding dish like the 
one pictured will prevent food from breaking down and disappearing into the sand.

Powdered additives are sprinkled on the tank bottom before the substrate is added.

Tank kits suitable for Cherry Shrimp are available at most local fish stores.
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Lighting: For our simple shrimp tank, lighting is mainly for illumi-
nating the display and growing algae. Since we are not focusing on 
growing plants that require intense lighting, we will only need light-
ing sufficient for slow-growing plants, such as Java Moss.

I suggest LED light fixtures because they are lightweight and last 
longer than other types of lighting. If you plan on having the light 
turn on and off automatically, make sure it is compatible with a timer.

Filtration: An air-pump-driven sponge filter is sufficient for this type 
of shrimp tank. Keep in mind that these filters produce a bubbling 
sound. If you prefer a quieter setup, consider an internal power filter 
instead. When selecting a filter, make sure that it is shrimp safe, 
meaning your shrimp can’t get sucked into the intake. If in doubt, ask 
your local fish store to recommend one that is shrimp safe.

Temperature Control: If your ambient room temperature is too 
warm or too cold for a Cherry Shrimp tank, you will need to either 
add a heater or a cooling mechanism, such as a surface fan. The 
tank’s water temperature should remain between 64.4 and 82.4° F. 
If you are unsure, ask your local fish store if you will need tempera-
ture control for your setup.

If you don’t want to choose each piece of equipment individually, you 
can always purchase a tank kit that is suitable for Cherry Shrimp. It 
should include the tank, lighting, and filtration.

Substrates, Additives, and Conditioners
Substrates: There are many substrates to choose from for the base 
of your tank. For most shrimp tanks, the substrate is either soil or 
sand. In the case of Cherry Shrimp, I recommend sand because it 
is typically inert, which means it will not alter the water parameters. 
Most aquarium soils are for plants, so they contain a lot of nutrients 
and have a buffering capacity that makes the water more acidic. 
Acidic water is not recommended for Cherry Shrimp; their preferred 
pH is 6.4–7.6.

Additives: Generally speaking, additives come in powder form. 
They are sprinkled onto the bottom of the tank before the sub-
strate is added. This creates a better substrate, and the additives 
are released slowly into the water. As a rule of thumb, I use three 
additives in my shrimp tanks.

The first additive is beneficial bacteria. These bacteria will do the job 
of decomposition by converting organics into ammonia, nitrite, and 
the less harmful nitrate. Beneficial bacteria will also help to kick-start 
the cycling process, which will be discussed below.

The second additive is the initial food used to feed the beneficial 
bacteria. I use baby shrimp food. As it decomposes, it provides 
ammonia to get the cycle going.

The last additive I use is a mix of natural minerals, which improves 
water quality, reduces stress, prevents sickness, and aids in molting.

Conditioners: Conditioners are substances that make the tank 
water more suitable for shrimp. They can improve the water qual-
ity, encourage better molting, and remove harmful chemicals from 
tap water.



Conditioners: ceramic charcoal balls, mineral stones, and Seachem Prime water conditioner

This piece of wood came with plants attached.

Shrimp will often climb on and hide inside of moss.
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When using tap water for shrimp tanks, make sure to use an 
aquarium water conditioner that removes chlorine and chlo-
ramine and detoxifies heavy metals and ammonia.

Another conditioner commonly used in shrimp tanks are 
ceramic balls made of bamboo charcoal. They slowly release 
anions and minerals and remove odor and impurities to 
improve water quality. Mineral stones are also commonly 
used in shrimp tanks. They resemble regular stones, but 
they gradually release minerals that benefit shrimp in various 
ways, such as aiding in molting.

Suffice it to say that conditioners are used not only to make 
the water you're using safer for the shrimp, but they also 
create a more conducive environment for them.

Plants and Leaf Litter
In the wild, dwarf shrimp live in streams where there are 
plenty of aquatic plants and leaf litter that harbor lots of 
algae, biofilm, and microorganisms. These are not only 
natural sources of food for the shrimp but also provide 
cover when they are feeling vulnerable, like when they've 
just molted.

Plants: As mentioned earlier, we are not growing demand-
ing plants in this simple shrimp tank. Nonetheless, it’s good 
to have some simple, easy-to-grow plants like mosses, Anu-
bias, Cryptocoryne, and Microsorum.

Mosses can be attached to wood or stones, or they can 
be left free floating (in the case of Java Moss) in your tank. 
Some plants can be purchased already attached to wood 
or stones so you can just place it in your tank without any 
need for planting.

Leaf Litter: Leaf litter is optional and can also become a 
nice decoration in your tank, although its main purpose is 
to generate biofilm. If you decide to use it, use it sparingly. 
Items like Indian Almond Leaves and Chola Wood are great 
for generating biofilm, but they can make your tank water 
acidic if overused. Just one to three pieces of each should 
be enough for a nano tank.

Test Kits: At the very least, you’ll need a test kit that mea-
sures the pH of your tank water and detects the presence of 
ammonia, nitrite, and nitrate. This ensures that you at least 
have the correct pH and your tank is cycled and safe for 
shrimp. If you purchase a kit that’s labeled “Master Test Kit,” 
it should come complete with everything you need.

Other tests I recommend for keeping shrimp are KH (car-
bonate hardness) and GH (general hardness). It is good to 
know if you have very soft tap water to begin with.

A higher KH will prevent the pH of your water from becoming 
too acidic, and a higher GH means your water will be harder 
and aid your shrimp in molting. In general, having a KH of 
4° (72 ppm) and GH of 8° (143 ppm) is ideal for keeping 
Cherry Shrimp.





STEP 1: Place the tank on a stable and level 
surface.

STEP 4: Place the conditioners, such as 
charcoal balls and mineral stones, on top 
of the substrate.

STEP 7: Install the filter and the lights. 
Follow the manufacturers instructions for 
this to make sure they are properly installed. 
It is a good idea to plug them into a power 
strip or socket with a surge protector.

STEP 2: Sprinkle a thin layer of additives 
on the bottom of the aquarium.

STEP 5: Place the hardscape and plants 
into the tank. You can also add a feeding 
dish at this time.

STEP 8: Turn on the filter and the light and 
make sure everything is working properly.

STEP 3: Add the substrate in an even layer 
and flatten it. If you have an aquascaping 
spatula, you can use it to help smooth out 
the substrate.

STEP 6: Add treated tap water into the 
tank slowly, pouring onto the feeding dish 
to diffuse it and prevent it from disturbing 
the substrate and additives below it.

STEP 9: The setup is complete and you 
are ready to start cycling the tank. Make 
sure you have your test kits because you 
will need them to test the water as the tank 
cycles.
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Setting Up the System
Here comes the fun part—setting up the tank using all the equipment you have gathered.



Cherry Shrimp hanging out in a clump of moss ■ hopsalka
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Cycling the Tank: In order to get your system ready for 
shrimp, you will need to properly cycle your tank. This pro-
cess can take weeks or longer depending on the method you 
choose. Make sure to read the article “The Nitrogen Cycle” 
in issue Q1 2018 so that you understand the cycle and why it 
is important.

With beneficial bacteria added under your substrate, your 
bacterial colonies will need ammonia as food in order to 
grow. Once the tank is filled with water, wait 24 hours and 
start adding small amounts of baby shrimp/fish food every 
other day. This will be in addition to the baby shrimp food 
sprinkled under the substrate. As it decomposes, the result-
ing ammonia will feed the bacteria.

Test the tank water every few days until there is no more 
ammonia or nitrite and the nitrate level has started rising. 
Once you achieve this, your tank is cycled. Perform one more 
water change to remove the nitrates.

You may get brown algae or diatoms for the first few weeks. 
They can be easily scraped off your tank walls. Eventually, 
you should get green algae instead, and it should be allowed 
to grow and become food for the shrimp. Of course, you can 
remove it from the front panel of your tank if you prefer.

Adding the Shrimp: Now that your tank is fully cycled, it’s 
time for the most exciting part: adding the shrimp. Find a 
day where you can spend the time to properly acclimate the 



This shrimp is feeding on a large piece 
of shrimp food. ■ stevensquid

A close-up of a Neocaridina shrimp ■ neryx

Cup, airline hose, and a clamp are useful tools for water changes.

In a proper setup, shrimp will readily reproduce.
This is a berried female Cherry Shrimp. ■ hopsalka
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shrimp to your tank water. You cannot rush this process, as shrimp take a longer 
time to acclimate to new water parameters than fish.

As soon as you get your new shrimp, make your way home immediately. Put 
the shrimp into a clean container (together with some of the water from the 
plastic bag) and slowly drip water from your tank into that container. This can 
be easily done with airline tubing. If you’re unfamiliar with this process, you can 
find videos on YouTube for reference. It should take about 1 to 2 hours to fill the 
container with 3 parts aquarium water and 1 part water from the plastic bag.

When done, scoop the shrimp from the container with a net and gently release 
them into your tank, leaving all the water from the container behind.

Maintenance
Compared to a planted tank, maintaining a tank for shrimp will be much easier. 
There are no fertilizers to add, no plants to trim (at least there shouldn’t be much 
trimming to do), and you can do water changes with a cup instead of a bucket.

Feeding: A variety of foods are available for shrimp, and I find that they’re not 
very picky when it comes to feeding. Look to your local fish store for recom-
mendations on what to feed your shrimp.

They’ll do fine with a small amount of shrimp food every other day. They can 
go for days without feeding if there is enough algae and biofilm in your tank.

Be careful not to overfeed your shrimp; doing so will deteriorate the water 
quality of your tank. When feeding for the first time, add a very small amount 
and observe if the shrimp can finish it within 2 hours. If not, continue to decrease 
the amount until they can. After that, feed that same amount each time and 
adjust accordingly as your shrimp colony grows.

Weekly Water Changes: Water changes should be performed weekly to main-
tain the water quality. You only need to change 10 to 20 percent of your tank’s 
volume each time. For example, if your tank holds 10 gallons of water, remove 1 
to 2 gallons and replace it with treated tap water. It is also a good idea to slowly 
drip the new water into your tank.

Monthly Filter Cleaning: Don’t be surprised to see your shrimp hanging 
around the filter most of the time. They love to pick on detritus that’s caught in 
it. If detritus builds up too much, your filter will clog, so make sure to clean your 
filter on a regular basis.

When performing a water change, save a cup of the old tank water for cleaning 
the filter. Remove your filter sponge and gently squeeze it a few times in the cup 
of old tank water to clean it. Be careful not to over clean the sponge because 
there are beneficial bacteria in it that you want to preserve. If you have access 
to the impeller (the rotating part of the filter pump that moves water), you can 
clean it with a brush or sponge too. After that, put the filter back together and 
turn it back on.

Conclusion
After reading this article, you may be tempted to go buy a tank and immedi-
ately fill it with shrimp. The chances of the shrimp surviving in a new setup are 
extremely low. Be prepared to have a tank without shrimp for at least 4 weeks 
while you properly cycle the tank. This will ensure the best chance of success 
for you and your new shrimp. If you have questions regarding the equipment 
or process, visit your local fish store and ask for help. They are there to answer 
your questions, so don’t be afraid to ask. AH
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A POND-STYLE
JAPANESE RICEFISH TANK
By Chris Ahmed

R ecently, I’ve noticed that aquariums featuring both aquatic 
and terrestrial plant growth have been increasing in popular-
ity. As evidenced by its relative obscurity, “emersed” may be 

an unfamiliar term to the casual aquarist. For a bit of background, 
many of the plants commonly used in the aquarium hobby as 
submerged plants are actually marginals in nature, switching forms 
in response to seasonal flooding. The idea behind emersed tanks is 
to feature plant species that are commonly used as water plants and 
instead showcase them in their terrestrial form. You may have even 
witnessed this phenomenon in your own tank if you’ve ever had a 
stem plant start to grow out of the water; new leaves exposed to air 
will have a fundamentally different form and color, better suited for 
terrestrial life than those that originated below the surface.

Having fallen in love with the Japanese Ricefish (Oryzias latipes), 
aka the “Medaka,” I was disappointed by the dearth of English-
language reading material on the species. Exploring Japanese 
hashtags for the fish on Instagram, I stumbled upon the practice 
of breeding Japanese Ricefish in small container ponds, suitable 
to the confines of urban living. Kept on a patio during the summer 
and moved indoors during the winter, these tiny ponds often 
feature simple, easy-to-keep floating plants, emergent grasses, 
and dwarf lilies. Although not true biotopes (they feature plants 
and animals of geographically disparate origins), these miniature 
ponds on Instagram are nevertheless often called ricefish biotopes, 
or sometimes, confusingly, “biotops.” After scrolling through these 
hashtags for way too long, I decided to create a pond-style Japanese 
Ricefish tank.

Using an Ultum Nature Systems 60U aquarium as a canvas, I 
wanted to create the perfect habitat for Japanese Ricefish, with the 
ultimate goal of coaxing them into producing fry. To this end, I did 
extensive research on plant species that would be suitable for the 
somewhat dry, drafty confines of my desk and workspace. It was 
important to choose undemanding species; this way, I could avoid 
the obligation to constantly mist them to provide extra humidity. 
I settled on a variety of pond plants typically chosen for outdoor 
landscaping. Surprisingly, many of my choices coincided with the 
plants used to decorate Medaka container ponds in Japan.

Chris Ahmed

Chris is a planted-tank enthusiast from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
Look up "shrimpery" on Instagram to see more of his unique and 
creative scapes.

The plants I chose included a number of semiaquatic grasses, 
including personal favorites Sphaerocaryum malaccense, 
Rhynchospora colorata (Star Grass), Eriophorum angustifolium 
(Cotton Grass), and Eleocharis montevidensis (Giant Hairgrass). 
I also used some shrubby accent plants, including Oenanthe 
javanica (Water Celery), Murdannia sp. 'Red,' and Persicaria 
(Polygonum) sp. 'Sao Paulo.' In the submerged portion, I used 
Microsorum pteropus (Java Fern), Nymphaea nouchali (water 
lily), Phyllanthus fluitans (Red Root Floater), and Micranthemum 
tweediei 'Monte Carlo.'

I installed a Twinstar S-Series RGB LED light above the tank 
using an Ultum Nature Systems light suspension kit to provide 
an ideal spectrum that promotes great plant growth and 
vibrant colors. A massive external canister filter (Eheim 2217) 



Above: The start of the pond-style Japanese 
Ricefish tank

Left: The final scape and placement of the aquari-
um is attractive.

Right: The tank is scaped and ready for water.

Bottom Right: Japanese Ricefish (Oryzias latipes)

Below: A Japanese container pond for Medaka 
■ Medaka Japan
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connected to glass lily pipes helps control algae and provides 
sufficient filtration and adequate water movement for any future 
livestock additions. By necessity and design, I used twin glass 
inflow pipes, with an inflow replacing the usual outflow pipe. 
The reason for this was that the tank was only going to be filled 
half way with water (and thus needed a longer pipe stem). To 
help the plants grow, I used a 20-ounce disposable cartridge 
to inject pressurized CO2 through a mini regulator and ceramic 
diffuser. With all the materials in place, it was time to scape.

Taking advantage of the extra depth in the tank, I created 
a supporting structure of driftwood and moss (Vesicularia 
montagnei) to hold a steep embankment of enriched aquarium 
substrate against the back-right corner of the tank. The front 
of the tank was furnished with cosmetic sand and round river 

rocks, along with a few dried botanicals to promote the growth 
of biofilms and accompanying infusoria for the livestock to feed 
upon. When I flooded the tank with water, the raised substrate 
embankment, taking up approximately a third of the tank, was 
still submerged by about an inch of water. With no true dry land, 
the plant selection was again critical in ensuring success. Many 
marginal plants cannot withstand having their crowns (the part 
of the plant where the roots and stem connect) submerged. 
I purposefully chose plants that thrive in permanently soggy 
conditions.

To my deep satisfaction, all of my chosen plant species 
flourished in my setup, and with careful trimming, I soon had 
a dense, bush-like mat grass and shrubs emerging from the 
water in a very natural fashion. In particular, the Sphaerocaryum 



Scan this QR 
code to see a 
video of this 
amazing tank.
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malaccense really thrived, creating a dense mat of interwoven stems. 
Countless little nooks and crannies in the bush provided places for 
ricefish fry (and shrimplets) to hide.

I introduced the ricefish after about a month of cycling. Sadly, 
the species is tough to find in the United States, so I was excited 
to find a seller. I purchased 12 fish, keeping them in a separate, 
temporary setup until the ricefish habitat was fully cycled. Upon 
their introduction, they immediately started breeding. I now have 
about three times as many fish as I started with, in three separate 
tanks. I try to remove the fry as I spot them. They look almost like 
mosquito larvae swimming at the surface. But to my surprise and 
delight, many of them survived and grew to adulthood inside the 
tank. I consider this to be affirmation that I was right in sacrificing 
water volume for the banked substrate/bush, which provides many 
opportunities for cover when freshly hatched fry are being chased 
by hungry adults.

The only other inhabitants of the tank are Cherry Shrimp (Neocaridina 
davidi) and Amano Shrimp (Caridina multidentata). I initially started 
throwing Cherry Shrimp with unusual or non-standard colors from 
my other shrimp tanks into the ricefish tank. Expecting any offspring 
to be immediately eaten by the fish, I was surprised to find numerous 
tiny shrimp growing in the tank, unbothered. From around 30 
original individuals, I now have over 200 Cherry Shrimp, in addition 
to the four Amano Shrimp that also inhabit the tank (Amano Shrimp 
do not breed in fresh water).

The dynamic nature of the plants, fish, and shrimp lends the right 
kind of controlled chaos to an otherwise meticulously planned setup. 
I got a bit carried away describing this tank, but you can see the 
thrill I get from the careful execution of an idea like this. As corny as 
it sounds, it’s true: while sitting at my desk working on a stressful 
day, it’s great to have a little box of nature (one that I created) as a 
little escape.

Aquarium
Brand: Ultum Nature Systems 60U
Dimensions: 24” × 14” × 14”
Volume: 20 gallons
Glass: 91 percent clarity Diamant glass
Cabinet: Herman Miller desk

Aquascape
Style: pond-style tank
Substrate: ADA Amazonia, ADA Colorado Sand, ADA La Plata 
Sand
Stone: smooth river rocks
Wood: Horn Wood

Equipment
Lighting: Twinstar S-Series LED with RGB diodes; 8-hour 
photoperiod
Filter: Eheim 2217
Filter Media: Eheim filter media, Seachem Purigen
Filter Pipes and Plumbing: glass lily pipes, clear tubes
CO2: 20 oz. pressurized system, mini regulator, ceramic diffuser

Water Parameters
pH: 6.2
GH: 6.0

Maintenance
Fertilizers: one pump of Tropica Specialised 3 times a week

Livestock
Fish: (12) Oryzias latipes
Inverts:

 ‒ (200+) Neocaridina davidi
 ‒ (4) Caridina multidentata

Feeding
 ‒ daily (if possible)
 ‒ National Geographic flakes
 ‒ frozen brine shrimp
 ‒ live Daphnia AH





Sc
ot

t M
ill

er
, o

ffi
ce

r a
nd

 b
oa

rd
 m

em
be

r o
f C

A
PS

, p
la

ce
d 

th
ird

 in
 th

e 
20

17
 A

G
A

 In
te

rn
at

io
na

l 
A

qu
as

ca
pi

ng
 C

on
te

st
 (D

ut
ch

 A
qu

as
ca

pe
 c

at
eg

or
y)

 w
ith

 h
is

 ta
nk

, “
D

ut
ch

 E
nv

is
io

n.”

48  • Aquarium Hobbyist Magazine  Third Quarter 2018 

So You Want to Start a Hobby Club:
The Journey of the Chicago Aquatic Plant Society
By Jo Ann Fujii and Bailin Shaw

T he Chicago Aquatic Plant Society is a regional club focused 
on educating hobbyists about starting, keeping, and main-
taining aquatic plants in an aquarium.

Almost 3 years ago, a group of strangers met with the goal of start-
ing an aquatic plant club in the Chicagoland area. Today, the Chi-
cago Aquatic Plant Society (CAPS) is one of the largest and most 
active aquatic plant clubs in the United States, with a large active 
membership and hundreds of Facebook followers. Throughout the 
year, the club organizes in-person events, such as educational meet-
ings, tours, and activities, including the group’s signature Wabi-kusa 
Workshop event.

It has been a challenging yet rewarding journey, and our members 
have developed many new friendships while having a lot of fun and 
working to promote the common goal of moving the aquatic plant 
hobby forward.

Are you thinking of starting an aquarium or aquatic plant club? We 
asked our 10-member executive board for their thoughts about the 
last 3 years of our journey. Here are their insights.

Top Tips for Success
Find Ways to Connect with Enthusiastic Hobbyists: The single 
most important factor is to have an enthusiastic, dedicated core 
group of members willing to put in the effort to develop the club. 
We were fortunate to have started with a handful of members who 
met through the Aquatic Experience event in Chicago and were 
crucial in establishing the early goals of the club. As CAPS grew, 
this core group quickly expanded to 10 members who now com-
prise the executive board. The executive board makes the day-to-
day decisions about the direction and activities of the club. Creating 
a board provided a pool of enthusiastic and knowledgeable people 
to share the workload, which was critical when organizing events. 

Jo Ann Fujii and Bailin Shaw

Jo Ann is a horticulturist and plant physiologist with a passion for 
growing green things (aquatic or terrestrial). Bailin is currently a 
board member of the Aquatic Gardeners Association and was past 
president of the Oklahoma City Aquarium Association, the Dallas 
Fort Worth Aquatic Plant Society, and the New England Aquatic 
Plant Society.



CAPS members Aaron Villa and Patrick Sbordone work on the final 
touches of their creations at the 2018 Wabi-kusa Workshop.

The winner of our 
Wabi-kusa contest 
in the Adult category 
for 2017 was Amudha 
Venugopalan.

CAPS supports its own aquascaping team. The first year of competition was 
in 2016 at the Aquatic Experience. The team placed third in the Large Tank 
category. The CAPS team included Marvin Lo, Scott Miller, John Pini, Nate 
Reeverts, William Romero, and Bailin Shaw.
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We initiated a process of careful planning focused on action (i.e., getting 
stuff done) while always keeping in mind that we are together because 
we want to have fun.

Leverage Social Media: Create a Facebook group to build a commu-
nity online first. Facebook is a free and highly effective tool to connect 
local people. It is much easier and more cost effective to start with than 
going through the more difficult task of creating a website. In today’s 
social-media-driven society, it is one of the best ways to build inter-
est and was critical in building momentum toward the first meetup for 
CAPS. Meetings are also an important distinction that separated CAPS 
from other anonymous Facebook groups. We have restricted our group 
to people within driving distance of Chicago, as these are the members 
most likely to show up at meetings.

Start Small: It’s better to do a few things very well than do many 
things poorly. Think about what activities best fit the club's purpose 
and membership. Then, start out by perfecting those activities. Scale 
the club's activities based on the amount of help you have within your 
core group so the group doesn’t become stressed. We’ve seen over and 
over that the simple aspects of club meetings are the most valuable, 
such as leaving time for people to converse and get to know each other 
and having open conversations to answer questions. People come to 
meetings primarily to learn and get their questions answered from like-
minded hobbyists. Focus on building an organic community around a 
little bit of structured content rather than producing a lot of content to 
fill the scheduled time at a meeting.

Match Your Meetings to Your Membership: Many CAPS members 
were new to the hobby, so a number of our first meetings were pre-
sentations and demonstrations focused on the basics of aquascap-
ing or growing plants. We continue to have a significant focus on the 
basics. If we focused only on advanced topics, this would have intim-
idated novice hobbyists and potentially kept them from participating 
in the club. Of course there is room for advanced discussions, but we 
make sure that beginners always feel comfortable and welcomed. We 
also welcome families to our events and have a few teenagers that are 
active in CAPS.

Fill Key Roles Needed for the Club: We are fortunate to have Bailin 
Shaw, who is also a long-time member of the Aquatic Gardener Asso-
ciation, as our club’s president. He had previous experience starting 
and running clubs and holding events, which he knew were critical in 
building interest for the club. Recruiting a webmaster will become nec-
essary at some point to support a website for automating dues collec-
tion (if you decide to have dues), maintaining a members-only portal, 
and creating an easy way to RSVP for events. A website is expected 
of clubs today, since sponsors want to see it to better understand the 
goals and mission of the club before they commit to donating items.

Identify a Consistent Source of Revenue—and Work It!: We 
have a local aquarium swap meet that is the largest in the Mid-
west and occurs five times per year. CAPS purchases a vendor 
table at the swap meets and sells hobbyist-grown plants and other 
items to raise funds. Some clubs do auctions at each meeting. 
However, we found the swap meet to be turnkey and a reliable way 
to generate revenue to fund some of the more expensive meetings, 
which may involve speaker fees, hosting a holiday party, or other spe-
cial events such as workshops. The swap meet also provides a way to 



Many CAPS members are also successful aquascapers as individuals. 
Marvin Lo, board member of CAPS, ranked #45 (the highest US entry) 
in the 2017 IAPLC with his tank, “Beginnings.”
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build awareness of the club and recruit new members when they 
visit our table. CAPS holds a biannual silent auction for donated 
items from sponsors. Finding a way to raise money is critical to fund-
ing club promotions (business cards, banners, flyers) and other 
events that may incur some expense.

And Now…What Not to Do
Sometimes, knowing what didn’t go so well—and fixing it—is just as 
important as knowing what we did right! Here are some examples 
of what we learned from the last 3 years.

Don't Rush Things: Building up a club can take time, so plan out 
your initial meetings so they don’t require a lot of money or high 
attendance. Simple, casual meetings where people exchange ideas 
work just fine in the beginning. Our first meeting was in the commu-
nity room at a Panera Bread, where we discussed growing aquatic 
plants. A few people showed up, and we all learned something, 
made some new friends, and had lunch. We also worked with a 
supportive local fish store (Fish Planet of Deerfield, IL) to host a 
demonstration on setting up an aquascape. The friendly atmosphere 
of the store provided a backdrop for people to come and talk about 
the hobby. Your first meeting may only have five to ten people, but if 
they have a great time, they are more likely to tell others about your 
new club. Drawing large attendance at meetings doesn't necessar-
ily make for a better club.

Don’t Spread Yourself Too Thin by Attempting to Do Too Much: 
Having a meeting or event every month takes a lot of planning and 
communication. Create a meeting schedule over several months or 
for the year so members know in advance of upcoming meetings. 
Focus on each meeting one at a time, at a comfortable pace. Ask 
different individuals to spearhead a meeting or event. If you don’t 
have enough people to do the work, then scale back the number 
of events.

Don’t Forget to Create a Clear Mission Statement: Ask yourself 
what you are hoping to accomplish by starting a club. Are you trying 

to build a local hobby community? Is it for knowledge exchange? 
Making friends? The mission statement can change and evolve over 
time as new members bring new ideas. However, creating a mis-
sion statement will serve as the guide for what your club should and 
should not do. We are surprised how many times we refer back to 
our mission statement to help keep us focused. It’s very easy to get 
distracted and want to do everything all the time. Check out other 
clubs from around the world to see what they are doing to get ideas 
for your mission statement.

Don’t Worry About Club Dues, Board Positions, or Other More 
Complicated Tasks at First: Just focus on finding and uniting the 
people in your area into a fun group. All those other things can wait. 
The more complexity you add, the more time it takes to discuss, 
organize, and schedule. Try to keep things simple.

Don’t Undervalue What a Local Club Can Provide: Local clubs 
like CAPS can provide many benefits, such as workshops and 
demonstrations that offer guidance and instruction—even having 
the ability to borrow the club’s PAR meter is a perk you can’t get any-
where else. It’s also a great way to make lasting friendships. Local 
clubs aren't an anachronism. They're a missing piece of a larger 
puzzle!

We’ve Only Just Begun
We have just begun our journey, and we hope this inspires others to 
start their own groups. We love the hobby and want to see others 
join the fun. If you have any questions, ideas, comments, or just 
want to connect with the Chicago Aquatic Plant Society, please 
email us at info@chicagoaquaticplants.com or visit our website at 
www.chicagoaquaticplants.com. We’d like to hear about your jour-
ney too! AH

The following Chicago Aquatic Plant Society executive board mem-
bers provided their personal insights for this article: Bailin S. (Presi-
dent), Jo Ann F. (Vice President), Rich S. (Treasurer), Scott M. (Sec-
retary), Hunter K., Marvin L., John P., Nate R., Will R., and Eloy V.






