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Announcements
- Wish there were 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!
- This magazine is available for free to the hobby thanks to our 
advertisers, so please let them know that you see their ads in this 
magazine and appreciate their support of free content for the hobby. 
- If you would like to write for us, contribute photography, or have your 
aquarium featured, email us through the “Contact Us” tab on our website.

AHM Sponsored Events
(our latest issues are available at sponsored events)
• Gateway Guppy Associates IFGA Annual Show and Meeting 

October 12–14, Earth City, MO – 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 Editors Melinda Campbell, S. Houghton

Comments or suggestions? Contact us on our website!
©2018 Aquarium Hobbyist Magazine. All rights reserved. 
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Bolivian Ram (Mikrogeophagus altispinosus) Cockatoo Dwarf Cichlid (Apistogramma cacatuoides)
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Glowlight Tetras (Hemigrammus erythrozonus)

www.aquariumhobbyistmagazine.com Blackwater Beauty • 7

 BLACKWATER BEAUTY
By George Farmer

I ’m a passionate aquascaper who loves nothing more than a 
heavily planted and well-composed layout where hardscape, 
fish, and plants harmonize to create a beautiful aesthetic. 

Live plants are extremely beneficial to fish, and I love watching 
plants grow. I even find the maintenance of planted aquariums 
therapeutic. I am a little obsessive when it comes to keeping 
a clean tank, where algae is almost invisible and the water is 
crystal clear. So why on earth would I want to create the antith-
esis of this manicured slice of nature, one where the substrate is 
covered in slowly decaying botanicals and the water is deliber-
ately stained with tannins from the driftwood, dead leaves, and 
various seed pods?

Understated Beauty
I believe beauty comes in many forms, and our aquariums are no 
exception. I’ve photographed and filmed stunning reef tanks that 
cost upward of $100,000, and I have aquascaped a wide variety 

of planted tanks to suit almost all tastes. But there’s something 
quite special about seeing an aquarium with brown-tinted water 
and a substrate topped with an almost random collection of 
natural materials and decaying organic matter. And I’m not alone. 
As a self-employed aquascaper, I keep a very close eye on the 
latest aquarium trends, which is now easier than ever thanks 
to the various social networks that have become a large part of 
our evolving hobby. Blackwater-style aquascaping is growing in 
popularity. There are numerous Facebook groups dedicated to 
this sub-genre of fishkeeping, and forward-thinking folks, such 
as Scott Fellman, owner of Tannin Aquatics, are leading the way.

The Fish
When I aquascape an aquarium, the fish selection is based 
on the tank’s dimensions, the plant choices, and the layout’s 
overall design. I pay careful attention to the colors of the fish to 
ensure they either harmonize or contrast with the aquascape, 
depending on the aesthetic I am aiming to achieve. The fish 
are therefore usually added a few weeks after the initial install, 
once the beneficial bacteria are established in the filter and the 
plant growth is healthy and rapid enough to effectively deal with 
the fish waste. I usually need a little time to consider which fish 
suit the aquascape best. For me, the blackwater aquascape is 
the opposite. I decide on a geographical region, which can be 
as large as an entire continent. Then I think about the fish I like 

George Farmer

George lives in Cambridgeshire, UK, and is a professional 
aquascaper, photographer, and writer. Look up “George Farmer” 
on YouTube to find his channel, where he shares the stunning 
aquariums that result from his passion for aquascaping.



Encontro Pods ■ Scott Fellman

Tartaruga Pods ■ Scott Fellman

Terra Sorrindo Pods ■ Scott Fellman

Savu Pods ■ Scott Fellman

Coco Curls ■ Scott Fellman
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to see, followed by choosing the appropriate hardscape and botanicals to match. In 
this case, I was keen to get some fish I’d never kept before and opted for a South 
American theme.

Botanicals
Blackwater UK supplied the botanicals for this setup, which were all sourced from 
South America. To start, the various dried leaves, seed pods, and other materials were 
placed in a large pan of boiling water and allowed to simmer for 60 minutes. The 
resultant blackwater extract was then set aside and used later to give the aquarium 
water the distinctive orange tint that is associated with blackwater habitats. Some 
of the observed therapeutic benefits of using botanicals in the aquarium include 
increased resistance to disease. Tannic and humic acids, found in natural materials 
that break down and produce blackwater, are also known to have some anti-fungal 
properties.

Aquascape
Because there would be no plants in the substrate, I used just a thin layer of natural 
white sand (1–2 mm grain size) on the tank bottom. I placed a selection of wood 
types, including Manzanita and Red Mangrove, on the sand. The wood was carefully 
positioned to give a sense of height and balance. Botanicals were then placed almost 
randomly across the bottom, with a large monkey pot nut offset from the rest of 
the scape to help achieve balance. When arranging an aquascape, I stick to the 
compositional guide of the rule of thirds. One cup of Limnobium laevigatum from 
Tropica was added to give shade, while the long dangling roots provide shelter and 
security for the fish.

Colors
One of the most remarkable differences I experience when keeping fish in a blackwater 
tank is their color. The richness of their color is so much more intense. I think it’s the 
contrast of high-impact color against the brown and relatively plain surroundings that 
adds to the beauty of this style of aquarium. The fish also appear to be more active and 
display their natural behaviors more. The excellent color rendering of the Twinstar LED 
fixture also adds to the overall impact of the aquascape, helping to bring out the reds. 
The tank currently sits on a coffee table that’s lower than the usual aquarium cabinet. 
I like this because the aquarium looks like a small indoor pond when I am standing, 
looking down on it. When sitting, my eyeline is perfect for viewing it from the front.

Conclusion
If you want to get some of the best colors from your fish and combine low maintenance 
with an understated beauty, then a blackwater aquascape may well be for you. It’s not 
your stereotypical high-impact aquascape, as it relies on a much more naturalistic 
approach, but I personally love it and think you might too!

System
Tank: Aquascaper 600 by Evolution Aqua (24” × 20” × 14”)
Volume: ~26 gallons
Lighting: Twinstar 600S; 8-hour photoperiod
Filtration: OASE BioMaster 600 with Aquascaper Glass Pipework Set
Substrate: Hugo Kamishi Natural Quartz Sand
Wood: Manzanita, Red Mangrove
Botanicals: Tannin Aquatics Monkey Pot, Coco Curls, Tartaruga Pod, Terra 
Sorrindo Pod, Encontro Pods, Savu Pods
Plants: Amazon Frogbit (Limnobium laevigatum)
Fish: Bolivian Rams (Mikrogeophagus altispinosus), Cockatoo Dwarf Cichlid 
(Apistogramma cacatuoides), Glowlight Tetras (Hemigrammus erythrozonus)
Maintenance: feed fish daily, 25 percent water change, clean glass, siphon excess 
detritus from substrate, and clean pre-filter weekly AH
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 How to Keep Aquatic Plants 

 ALGAE-FREE 

By Bryan Albarran

P eople say that if you give your plants just what they need, they 
will be OK. But that’s not always the case. Your plants are 
growing and the fish are happy, but then as you get closer to 

admire that gorgeous bright-green carpeting plant, you notice the 
plant right next to it is starting to become overgrown with algae. 

You go into panic mode and start asking yourself all the questions: 
What did I do wrong? Am I not adding enough nutrients? Do they 
need more CO2? The questions keep going through your head.

You give your plants all the nutrients they need, including rich CO2 
levels, appropriate lighting, and even that nutrient-rich substrate 
everybody recommends. But how come, even after checking off 
everything on the list, your plants are still being overgrown with algae? 
Maintenance! But wait…you do 50 percent water changes at least 
once a week. I am not talking about good but great maintenance—
more than just water changes and scraping algae off the glass. I 
am talking about rummaging through the plants close to the roots, 
removing detritus (waste or debris), and more.

Excessive organic-waste buildup is something that often gets 
overlooked in this hobby. Some old-school methods relied on leaving 

Bryan Albarran

Bryan is the manager at Pet Zone Tropical Fish in San Diego, CA, 
and is an aquascape consultant for Aquascape Supply Co. Look up 
"Pet Zone" on YouTube or follow "petzone" on Instagram to see their 
amazing aquascapes, exotic fish, and oddballs.



Note the spots of algae growing on these leaves.

LED lighting is easily adjusted to suit your plants.

These unhealthy leaves should be removed.
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organic waste to break down into the substrate and be turned into 
nutrients for the plants. These methods taught us that deep cleaning 
and vacuuming were unnecessary in a planted tank.

Yes, it’s true that organic waste turns into nutrients, but do we really 
need excess organic waste in our planted tanks? I’d say no, unless 
you are maintaining a planted tank using the Walstad Method, which 
relies on those fundamentals to nourish the plants. But that is not the 
case here. New-school methods rely on providing aquatic plants with 
everything they need, including fertilizers, the appropriate spectrum 
of lighting and photoperiod, CO2, and more.

Here at Pet Zone, we assist all levels of aquascapers, and there 
is one question that we get asked over and over again: Why do 
algae continue to grow on my plants even after I provide them with 
everything they need?

When it comes down to persistent algae issues, there are three prime 
suspects: too much light, unhealthy plants, and dirty conditions.

Too Much Light
It is very common to see new aquarists start off with too much light. 
To avoid this, acquire the appropriate light fixture for your setup, make 
sure your photoperiod is not too long (8–10 hours is recommended), 
and adjust the light intensity of the fixture to suit your plants.

To know how intense your lighting is, check the manufacturer’s 
website for general PAR (photosynthetically active radiation) 
information. PAR is the radiation (light) in the 400 to 700 nanometer 
wavelength range, which is required by plants for photosynthesis. If 
the information is not provided, you can measure the PAR yourself. 
If you belong to a local aquarium club, there is a good chance that 
your club has a PAR meter that you can borrow. Measure the PAR 
following the manufacturer’s directions, and adjust your lighting 
based on how much PAR your plants require. Here are basic numbers 
you can follow to be on the safe side: 15–30 PAR is considered 
low light, 30–50 PAR is considered medium light, and 50+ PAR is 
considered high light. Keep in mind that these are ballpark figures, 
and the more precise you are, the better your plants will do. Having 
the correct light intensity will make a huge difference in algae control.

Unhealthy Plants
Unhealthy plants are often the result of nutrient deficiencies, though 
inadequate water circulation and fluctuating CO2 levels can also be 
the cause.

My suggestion for keeping plants healthy is to dose a complete 
nutrient system, which includes all micro- and macronutrients. At our 
store, we utilize Ultum Nature Systems’ all-in-one fertilizer because 
it contains all the micro- and macronutrients necessary for healthy 
plant growth. Plus, it’s easy to use. For a low-tech system, we dose 
one time per week, and for high-tech systems, we dose two to three 
times per week.

I recommend using a pressurized CO2 system because it is easy to 
adjust to 30 ppm. This can be measured with a drop checker or by 
measuring your pH and KH and entering the values into an online 
CO2 calculator.



Dosing a complete nutrient system will help keep plants healthy.

Trimming unhealthy or dying plant leaves will improve plant growth.

Detritus can be removed from the substrate with a siphon.
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Try to use filters or pumps strategically by aiming their output to 
create a circular water current. This will not only distribute nutrients 
throughout the tank but will also eliminate or reduce stagnant dead 
spots where organic waste will accumulate and contribute to algae 
growth on plants.

Dirty Conditions
This is where most of us fail, as proper maintenance often gets 
overlooked while putting all our efforts into lighting and nutrition.

To prevent dirty conditions, start by removing all dead plant matter 
and old growth. Check under the plants to see if they are healthy, 
since any unhealthy plants (stunted growth, old growth, dying leaves, 
etc.) can easily become hosts for algae. Vacuum your substrate 
and around the base of plants as necessary, removing detritus that 
otherwise would contribute to soil compaction. This will help sustain 
the breathability of the substrate.

Maintaining a clean filter is as important as keeping the inside of the 
aquarium clean. Thoroughly clean or replace the mechanical filtration 
(filter floss, filter pads, etc.) in your filter as necessary, and keep 
the biological media (ceramic rings, bio-balls, etc.) under aquarium 
water to avoid compromising the beneficial bacteria. This will help 
prevent cloudy water.

Keep the water’s surface free of scum. This is easily achieved by 
creating surface agitation. Aim filter outputs or circulation pumps 
toward the water’s surface, or use a surface skimmer. This will not 
only help filter free-floating debris from the water, but it will also 
increase the rate of oxygen exchange, which will aid the beneficial 
bacteria and further help reduce organics.

Maintenance Methods
Below are two basic maintenance routines that you can use to help 
keep your planted aquarium algae-free:

Preventative Maintenance Method
 ‒ Perform a 50 percent water change once a week for tanks with 
CO2, 25 percent for tanks without CO2

 ‒ Vacuum the substrate and around the base of plants once a 
month

 ‒ Trim plants as necessary
 ‒ Remove dead or old leaves once a week
 ‒ Set the photoperiod to 8–10 hours per day using a timer
 ‒ Clean or replace filter pads regularly as required, at least every 
other month

Algae-Eliminating Maintenance Method
 ‒ Perform a 50 percent water change twice a week after 
manually removing as much algae as possible

 ‒ Reduce the photoperiod to 6 hours per day using a timer
 ‒ Set CO2 to turn on 30 minutes prior to lights turning on (to 
minimize CO2 fluctuations)

 ‒ Remove dead or old leaves on a daily basis
 ‒ Vacuum the substrate and around the base of plants with every 
water change

 ‒ If possible, remove algae-covered hardscape materials, and 
clean them under running water



Surface skimmer

This Hygrophila corymbosa 'Kompact' looks healthy.

www.aquariumhobbyistmagazine.com How to Keep Aquatic Plants Algae-Free • 13

 ‒ Create good surface agitation to increase oxygen exchange
 ‒ Clean or replace filter pads twice as often as normal, at least 
once a month

Having algae-free plants is possible by fulfilling the needs of the 
plants and implementing a stringent maintenance routine. If you 
concentrate on keeping your plants happy, they will naturally keep 
algae under control. So next time, if you run into an algae problem, 
try reducing the lighting, removing organic waste, and increasing 
the oxygen exchange. Remember, patience and observation is the 
key to growing a beautiful planted aquarium. AH
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 Betta Behavior: Flaring 
By Mirza Ghulam Ahmad and Handoko Goey

T he Siamese fighting fish is the ever-popular betta that 
is commonly available to aquarists all around the world. 
Its scientific name is Betta splendens, which means 

“beautiful warrior.”

Male bettas are territorial fish that display aggressive behavior to 
protect their space. This aggressive behavior is still a distinguish-
ing trait of the modern-day betta, despite the fish being selectively 
bred for color, size, and finnage for more than 100 years. And it 
is this aggressive behavior that resulted in the sport of betta fish 
fighting, something that is heavily frowned upon today.

When male bettas are in direct view of one another, they will 
initially flare at each other without attacking. This lasts up to 
30 seconds. With this first encounter, the bettas usually try to 

Mirza Ghulam Ahmad

Mirza is a professional betta breeder from Jakarta, Indonesia, and 
has been in the hobby for 20 years. On Instagram, look up "King_
Rosetail_Indonesia" to see some of his amazing bettas.



An up-close view of the head and 
gills of a betta. ■  Panom Bounak

A flaring Rosetail Betta
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calculate the other’s strength. After that, they will attack each other. 
Because of this, we don’t recommend putting two male bettas in the 
same container for more than 10 seconds without supervision.

Female bettas, although not very antagonistic toward each other, can be 
territorial and will also flare at each other when establishing a pecking 
order. It is not recommended to keep male and female bettas together 
except for breeding purposes.

So what is flaring? Flaring is a condition when a betta’s gill covers 
(opercula) open, and all the fins are spread open as wide as possible. 
If you have ever seen a male betta when he is flaring, you will under-
stand why this fish is a desirable pet. By flaring, a betta displays its 
strength, size, and readiness to protect its territory.

One of the reasons bettas sometimes flare in an aquarium is because 
they see their own reflection and think there is another betta in the 
aquarium. If your betta is constantly flaring at its reflection in the glass, 
this could stress it out, so try to reduce the reflectiveness of the glass 
by changing the angle of the light.



If your betta flares at its reflection often, move your 
aquarium to reduce the reflection. It will minimize

stress related to excess flaring. ■ Wasanti Meethong

A floating mirror can be 
utilized to entice your betta 
to flare. ■ Zoo Med
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Sometimes when in a community aquarium, a betta will flare when a larger 
fish enters its territory. Bettas are rarely aggressive toward other fish in 
a community and, in contrast, often become the fish that gets picked on.

When showing bettas in competitions, the fish need to be trained to 
flare on command when they are uncarded by a judge. This is done by 
keeping bettas in containers next to each other and placing cards (pieces 
of cardboard or thick paper) between the containers. When the cards are 
removed, the bettas will see each other and start to flare. When they are 
competing in classes, they need to be trained to flare female-to-female 
or male-to-male. For best of variety or best of show, they could be flaring 
against anything, so they should also be trained to flare against the 
opposite sex. When showing bettas, they should be able to flare contin-
uously for 10 to 15 minutes.

Some betta keepers don’t want to make their bettas flare, due to concern 
that it will cause the fish to become stressed. Actually, it is the other way 
around. Stressed bettas will not flare. Betta flaring is similar to humans 
training in the gym by contracting their muscles. Flaring your betta does 
have some advantages, and training your betta to flare will prevent 
boredom by providing enrichment through promoting natural behavior. 
Some companies sell mirrors specifically for exercising your betta. These 
mirrors float around the aquarium and prompt bettas to flare when they 
see their own reflection.

We suggest a flaring exercise for 5 minutes each day before or after feeding. 
At a minimum, bettas should be allowed to flare once to twice a week. 



This betta is flaring at his owner's finger. ■ Sittichai Karimpard
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Although flaring does have some advantages, it should not be allowed 
to go on for hours on end.

The Advantages of Flaring Bettas
- Improves fin structure and strengthens fin bones
- Shows the actual and complete form of the fish
- Indicates the fish’s health
- Causes bowel movements, which help to clean the digestive system

Training Your Betta to Flare on Demand
1. Make sure the betta is healthy
2. Do not let the betta see other bettas for 3 days
3. Feed the betta 5 to 7 pellets twice a day
4. On the fourth day, put a small mirror in the front center of the betta 

tank (this helps them to focus on one point)
5. Slowly replace the mirror with your finger while the betta is still flaring
6. Train the betta regularly until it gets used to flaring with your finger

Reasons Why Bettas Won’t Flare
- Extended periods of flaring have induced stress
- Poor water conditions (temperature, pH, etc.)
- Old age (usually older than 1 year)
- Sickness

Although flaring your betta for extended periods of time can be harmful, 
the exercise does have many benefits for these fish. If you are not 
currently flaring your betta, it is something you should consider doing 
to improve its health and increase its longevity. AH
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 Planet Discus 
 a wild discus hardscape

Jeff Senske

Jeff is a co-owner at Aquarium Design 
Group of Houston, Texas. Follow 
"aquariumdesigngroup" on Instagram to 
see more of their inspiring scapes.

T his discus hardscape is one of the 
many aquariums displayed in our 
gallery. Of all the scapes we have, 

women especially love this one when they 
see it, and any naysayers are usually the 
typical hobbyist types. Aquarium lovers 
really dig this one, and it’s definitely a 
designer and architect favorite as well.

Aquarium
Tank: Planet Aquariums Crystaline 
Series (48” × 20” × 21”)
Glass: low iron with beveled edge
Volume: 85 gallons
Cabinet: Planet Aquariums Crystaline 
Series

By Jeff Senske
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Aquascape
Style: hardscape
Substrate: CaribSea Moon Sand
Stone: smooth river rock
Wood: Texas Select, Thistle Wood

Equipment
Lighting: Kessil A80; 7-hour photoperiod
Filter: steel canister with Iwaki pump
Filter Media: EHEIM EHFI-SUBSTRAT, Seachem Purigen
Filter Pipes: VIV glass inflow, Cal Aqua Lab glass outflow
Heating: Hydor ETH 200 watt, inline

Fish
 ‒ wild discus (Symphysodon sp.)
 ‒ Lazer Cory Cats (Corydoras sp. ‘Laser Orange’)
 ‒ Simulans Tetras (Paracheirodon simulans)

Feeding 
 ‒ Hikari Blood Worms, Hikari Spirulina Brine Shrimp, TetraColor, 
PE Pellets (2 mm), live Blackworms

 ‒ 3–4 times daily AH



Week 2

Concept beginning
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 LION HEART
Article by Nicole Mcentee with images by John Zhang

H ome is where the heart is. Cliché to some, but we place 
extreme importance on making sure that we're not only 
comfortable, but that we also take the time to express 

ourselves through creative interior design. We believe our home is 
a reflection of who we are as individuals. Nature plays a generous 
role in this, and we find that having it present, mainly in the form of 
planted aquariums, makes a big difference in our day-to-day lives. 
Interior design is enjoyed by many, yet it remains entirely subjective. 
There are known benefits to keeping terrestrial plants in the home, but 
it is our goal for planted aquariums to receive the same recognition.

Aquarium
Tank: ADA (Aqua Design Amano) 90P
Dimensions: ~35” × 17” × 17”
Glass: ~0.4” thick, low iron
Volume: 48 gallons
Cabinet: custom

Aquascape
Style: Iwagumi
Substrate: Tropica Aquarium Soil
Stone: Ryuoh Stone

Equipment
Lighting: ONF Flat One 3’ LED pendant, ONF Square hanging kit; 
9-hour photoperiod
Filter: EHEIM 2217 canister
Filter Media: ceramic rings, EHEIM media, Seachem Purigen
Filter Pipes: ADA glassware
Heating: Hydor ETH 200 watt, inline
CO2: custom dual-stage regulator, Aquario NEO acrylic diffuser
Sterilizer: Twinstar Nano+

Maintenance
Fertilizers: Ultum Nature Systems All In One

Livestock
Plants: Micranthemum sp. 'Monte Carlo'
Fish: Emerald Eye Rasbora (Brevibora dorsiocellata), Siamese 
Algae Eater (Crossocheilus oblongus)
Shrimp: Amano Shrimp (Caridina multidentata) AH

Nicole Mcentee and John Zhang

Nicole and John live in Los Angeles, CA, and have been in the hobby 
since 2004. This couple designs pico and nano scapes and has 
recently turned their hobby into a business.



Week 8

Just planted
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 Spontaneous Nano Scape 
 By Máté Molnár
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T he idea for this project came to me at a random time when 
I was doing a water change on my other tank. I was look-
ing around and noticed that I had this empty nano tank and 

some wood lying around. At that moment, the aquascape for this 
nano took shape in my head. I checked my drawer for gravel, and 
since I had all the other equipment needed, I decided to create this 
new display. This is a good example of how you can build a beauti-
ful aquarium with just a few simple items.

The hardscape was made of Redmoor wood and Fuji Stone, which 
I glued together with silicone. I attached moss to the wood with 
super glue. The ONF lamp illuminates the tank 7 hours a day, and I 
use Tropica Specialised Nutrition to feed the plants.

Aquarium
Tank: Green Aqua
Dimensions: ~17” × 9” × 6”
Glass: Opti-White (clear glass)
Volume: ~4.7 gallons

Aquascape
Title: GEM nano
Style: traditional planted
Substrate:

 ‒ ADA Aqua Gravel
 ‒ ADA La Plata Sand

Stone: Fuji Stone
Wood: Redmoor

Equipment
Lighting: ONF Flat One Nano 15-watt LED; 7-hour photoperiod
Filter: Ista F-200
Filter Media:

 ‒ Sera Siporax Mini Professional
 ‒ EHEIM Substrat Pro

Maintenance
Fertilizer: Tropica Specialised Nutrition

Plants
 ‒ Hygrophila pinnatifida
 ‒ Rotala indica
 ‒ Christmas Moss
 ‒ Taxiphyllum sp. 'Spiky Moss'
 ‒ Blyxa japonica
 ‒ Ludwigia repens
 ‒ Rotala sp. 'Vietnam' AH

Máté Molnár

Máté is a videographer and photographer from Hungary and 
has been in the hobby since 2017. To see more of his work, follow 
"TheCineScaper" on Instagram and YouTube.
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 By Mitch Mazur

W hen considering the aquascape for this aquarium, the 
main challenge I faced was how to effectively use the 
shallow dimensions. I wanted to be creative above the 

surface, but I also wanted it to be low maintenance, so I decided on 
a hybrid hardscape instead of a traditional planted or nature-style 
aquarium. Stacking rocks above the surface was out of the ques-
tion, so I knew I had to use wood. I came across some dry rosemary 
bush branches and saw the perfect match for my idea. The fragile 
branches don’t last long underwater, so most of them are delicately 
leaning above the surface. Immediately after placing the branches, 
the idea of utilizing floating plants to create a connection through the 
water surface came to mind. When viewed from above, the branches 
and floating plants create a similar effect to driftwood and carpet 
plants in a typical aquascape. I believe that thinking outside of the 
box will continue to gain popularity in aquascaping. Whether break-
ing the surface with emersed plants, rocks, or wood branches, the 
glass box should no longer confine the aquascaper’s imagination.

Placed atop the main stone of the aquascape is Ball Moss (Tillandsia 
recurvata) that I am experimenting with. The Ball Moss was collected 
locally, and along with it, I have collected lichens that I am attempt-
ing to grow on the stone and wood.

Aquarium
Tank: Ultum Nature Systems 60S
Dimensions: 23.6” × 14.17” × 7.08”
Volume: 10 gallons
Cabinet: Walter of Wabash nightstand

Aquascape
Style: open-top hybrid hardscape
Substrate: CaribSea Super Naturals Sunset Gold
Stone: Ohko Stone (aka Dragon Stone)
Wood: locally collected rosemary bush branches

Equipment
Lighting: EcoTech Marine XR15FW LED; 8-hour photoperiod
Filter: EHEIM Classic 150 canister
Filter Media: EHEIM bioMECH, coarse filter floss, fine filter floss
Filter Pipes: JARDLI glass lily pipes, 12/16 mm inflow, 
9/12 mm outflow
Heating: Tetra HT10

Mitch Mazur

Mitch is from Austin, TX, and became interested in the aquarium 
hobby as a kid. He has been aquascaping planted aquariums for 8 
years and shares his creations on Instagram as "afishionado."

 OPEN-TOP
 HYBRID HARDSCAPE



Harlequin Rasbora (Trigonostigma heteromorpha)

Floating Fern (Salvinia natans)

Darter Characin (Characidium fasciatum) hopping around on the rocks
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Maintenance
 ‒ 50 percent water change and detritus siphoning once a week
 ‒ Removal of dead or old floating plants as needed

Food
 ‒ Hikari Blood Worms daily
 ‒ New Life Spectrum Small Fish Formula pellets daily

Water Parameters
pH: 7.0
KH: 3.2° (57.2 ppm)
GH: 5.6° (100 ppm)

Plants
 ‒ Floating Fern (Salvinia natans)
 ‒ Red Root Floater (Phyllanthus fluitans)
 ‒ Fissidens fontanus 'Phoenix Moss'
 ‒ Vesicularia montagnei 'Christmas Moss'
 ‒ Ball Moss (Tillandsia recurvata)

Fish
 ‒ (8) Harlequin Rasbora (Trigonostigma heteromorpha)
 ‒ (2) Darter Characin (Characidium fasciatum)

Inverts
 ‒ (3) Zebra Nerite Snails (Neritina natalensis) AH
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Top 5 Mistakes to Avoid 
When Setting Up an Aquarium 
By Mari Puts

W e all desire to have flourishing aquariums with happy fish 
and lush plants. But how do you make sure your upcom-
ing aquarium project actually turns out to be a success? 

Starting off on the right foot is extremely important. To give you a bit 
of an advantage, we’ll discuss some of the most common mistakes 
aquarists make when setting up their (first) fish tank and how to 
avoid them.

1. Being Impatient
Fishkeeping is a hobby for the patient, and this especially applies 
during the stage where you’re first setting up your aquarium. It can 

be very tempting to get your tank, fish, plants, and everything else 
at the local fish store, plop everything on a nice stand, and be able 
to enjoy it right away. Unfortunately, if you go this route, there likely 
won’t be much enjoyment.

For a successful aquarium experience with healthy fish, you’ll have to 
get your aquarium all set up and ready before you even think about 
adding livestock. You will also need to fully cycle the aquarium to 
establish the beneficial bacterial colonies that make it safe for fish. 
No idea what cycling is? Have a look at the Q1 2018 issue of AHM, 
which is available as a PDF at www.aquariumhobbyistmagazine.com. 
It explains two methods of cycling and should help you decide which 
method will work best for you.

All set up, cycled, and ready to go? Even now you’ll have to exercise 
caution. Don’t add all your desired fish at the same time. Instead, 
stock the tank one species at a time to limit stress to the fish and 
avoid water quality issues.

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, www.aquariadise.com.



Being in direct sunlight, this tank is at risk 
of algae blooms. ■ Petro Kuprynenko
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2. Disregarding Aquarium Placement
Even if you’re setting up a small aquarium, you’ll have to give its 
placement some thought before filling it up. Any tank is a hassle to 
move once it’s running. You’ll generally want to avoid the following:

Direct Sunlight: Too much light can lead to algae blooms. No 
thanks!

Uneven Floors: When I got into the aquarium hobby, I suddenly 
noticed how uneven some of the floors in my home were. Your fish 
tank needs to be level to avoid problems, especially if it’s on the larger 
side, so whip out your level and get measuring. You should level the 
aquarium before filling it, and also check it when it is halfway full. It 
should not be off more than 1/8” at each end when measuring from 
the water’s surface to the top of the aquarium with a ruler. If it is, you 
may need to remove some water and level it more.

Room Heaters and Air Conditioners: It’s not difficult to imagine 
that an aquarium set against a heater or close to an air conditioner 
won’t fare well. Fish don’t like temperature swings, so choose a loca-
tion with stable temperatures.

Extremely Crowded Rooms: Although different fish species will 
respond differently to people walking by the aquarium all the time, 
many don’t like these sudden movements. To avoid stress, place the 
tank in an area that’s relatively calm.

3. Not Planning Your Stock
A very large percentage of the questions new fishkeepers approach 



Tetras and angels are ideal fish for a planted aquarium. ■ Chonlasub Woravichan

Baby Oscars may look cute, but they can grow 
to over 12 inches long and require a minimum of 
a 75-gallon aquarium. ■ Ekaterina Borisova and 
Lars Christnsen

Plants such as Anubias spp. and mosses can be attached to 
wood, creating an attractive aquascape element. ■ plepraisaeng
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me with are related to stocking their aquarium. The fish available at local aquar-
ium stores, for the most part, have different origins, temperaments, and feeding 
habits. Many of them are sold as juveniles and will grow much larger than their 
current size, and there is a lot of misinformation out there about compatibility and 
care. The last thing you want is to end up with a so-called “tank buster” that grows 
extremely large and will need rehoming—or seeing your fish fight to the death.

It’s not a good idea to combine fish species without first researching if they are 
compatible. Additionally, you’ll have to figure out their adult size to make sure 
your aquarium is large enough. You also want to make sure they are right for the 
style of aquarium you’re going for (no herbivores in a delicate planted tank, for 
example). My personal favorite tip to prevent territorial squabbles and stressed 
fish is to understock. We tend to want to keep as many fish as possible, but 
choose quality over quantity for long-term success.

In addition to your fish, it’s also a good idea to give your plant stock some thought. 
A successful scape requires planning, so have a look at some Aquarium Hobbyist 
Magazine back issues for inspiration, and maybe even draw up some simple 
sketches. Don’t forget to consider maintenance level; some plants need a lot of 
light and added nutrients, whereas others are more of the set it and forget it type.

4. Not Asking for Help
With all the different types of aquariums, fish, and plants out there, it’s impossible 
to be an expert on everything. This means there’s always someone out there 
who’s more knowledgeable than you on a certain topic, especially if you’re just 
getting started. You just have to find them!

A good place to start is your local aquarium store. Stores have a vested interest 
in helping you succeed, and most aquarium store employees are long-time 



Pumps, lights, and heaters are important 
pieces of equipment. Make sure you have 
the correct equipment for your size of 
aquarium ■ Bonzami Emmanuelle
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hobbyists too. You can also search for aquarium clubs in your local area, where you 
can connect with other hobbyists who share your interest. Additionally, there are 
many informational websites and forums out there that contain fantastic advice. Just 
don’t believe everything you hear or read right away—stay skeptical, and ask for a 
second opinion if you’re not sure.

5. Purchasing Cheap Equipment
Filter, heater, lighting, water test kit…every piece of equipment is extremely important 
in making your new aquarium project a success. If you’re a little overwhelmed, it 
can be tempting to go the easy route and just pick the first options you find, but it’s 
better to approach things calmly and choose carefully. Trust me when I say there 
are few things more annoying than having to replace a piece of equipment after just 
a few weeks or months because it’s not the right size, not suitable for your goals, 
or just plain dodgy.

Think about your filter. Will you be stocking your tank heavily or lightly, and what is 
your aquarium size? Think about your heater. What wattage do you need to heat 
the tank to the desired temperature, and what type will work best? Think about your 
lights. Do you only need simple lighting for a day and night cycle, or do you want to 
grow plants that require something more powerful? And so on, and so forth! Give 
every piece of equipment some thought before buying it.

Conclusion
All in all, I think we can conclude that when setting up an aquarium, many of the most 
common mistakes can easily be avoided with some research and preparation. These 
five tips contain the basics to keep in mind and will help you get off to a good start. 
And remember, there’s no need to worry if something does go wrong. We all make 
mistakes, and most of the time, they can be fixed with a little time and patience. AH
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 Nerite Snails 
 Everything You Need to Know About These Stylish Algae Eaters 

By Chris Reis

M any hobbyists find that it’s often a tireless effort trying to 
maintain an algae-free aquarium. Of course manipulating 
lighting and managing nutrient levels, while also manu-

ally cleaning your aquarium, are vital for keeping algae growth under 
control. But it’s not always possible to remove algae from every single 

nook, cranny, and surface in your tank. Fortunately, adding a couple 
of nerite snails can drastically help in your efforts. Not only are these 
snails fantastic algae eaters, but they are also peaceful companions 
for a variety of aquatic life. They come in a range of striking patterns 
and colors, and you won’t have to worry about them eating your 
expensive plants or overpopulating your freshwater tank.

Origin
Varieties of nerites can be found in several regions worldwide, includ-
ing Southern and Eastern Africa (Kenya, South Africa, Mozambique, 
Tanzania, and Somalia) and also many parts of the Indo-Pacific 
region (Indonesia, Thailand, Malaysia, India, and the Philippines). 
For example, Horned Nerites are found all over the Indo-Pacific. 

Chris Reis

Chris lives in Toronto, Canada, and is a plumber by trade. He's been 
in the hobby since 2009 and is passionate about nerites and plecos. 
Lookup "nextgenaquatics" on Instagram, YouTube, and Facebook to 
follow Chris.



Red Racer Nerites (Vittina waigiensis) 
are one of the rarest and most beautiful 
aquatic snails in the hobby. ■ Aquatic Arts 
Preston

This nerite is using its radula to scrape 
algae off of the glass. ■ Brian Stewart

Named for their distinct black and gold 
striping pattern, Zebra Nerites possess a 
simple yet elegant beauty. 
■ Aquatic Arts Preston

These Horned Nerites have an attractive 
black and yellow spiral pattern, but they 
get their name from the horns that grow 
out of their shells. ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Black Nerites are one of the largest
nerites. Their shells are a gleaming
ebony that add a sophisticated beauty to
any aquarium. ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Nerites can attach themselves to glass 
and other hard surfaces.

These nerites are hanging out at the 
surface partially emersed and can remain 
out of water for extended periods of time. 
■ Navneeth Kumar

Tiger Nerite shells have a truly unique 
and beautiful pattern; they are a lovely 
dark-amber color with small black 
markings. ■ Aquatic Arts Preston
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Red Racer Nerites are most commonly found in the Philippines. 
Tiger Nerites are mainly found in India but are also scattered 
throughout the Indo-Pacific. Black Military Helmet snails are 
found across Malaysia and Thailand. And the most popular 
of the nerite snails, the Zebra Nerites, can be found in Africa. 
Within all of these areas, nerites reside in algae-rich lagoons 
and mangrove swamps.

Feeding
Nerite snails attach themselves to any hard surface in an 
aquarium and use their radula (toothed tongue) to scrape off 
and consume algae. Since algae is their main food, it is important 
to ensure that your tank has plenty of algae available for grazing. 
A common mistake in the hobby is to overstock a newly cycled 
tank with too many nerite snails. Although it may be tempting to 
see these beauties together, they will compete with one another 
for the limited food supply and could eventually starve. If you run 
into this problem, you can try supplementing your nerite snails' 
diet with algae wafers. However, in my experience, I have found 
that most nerites are much happier with a 100 percent algae 
diet. As a general rule, I would recommend keeping one nerite 
snail for every 5 gallons of water in an established aquarium.

Behavior
Nerites are the Indiana Jones of the aquarium, constantly explor-
ing up, down, and around on any hard surface they can find. 
Since nerites are capable of living for long periods of time 
outside of water, you may occasionally find one gliding across 
your living room floor! To avoid this, ensure that your aquarium is 
well sealed. If a nerite snail sneaks out, gently place it back onto 
a sturdy surface in your aquarium right side up. Never simply 
drop a nerite into your tank, as it may crack its shell on a hard 
surface or land upside down. Larger nerite snails have a diffi-
cult time flipping themselves back over, so they will need some 
assistance. Smaller nerites can typically flip themselves over, but 
if you see one upside down in your aquarium, just give it a flip. 
If left upside down, these snails may end up dying of starvation.

Shell and Water Conditions
When it comes to picking the most eye-catching nerite for your 
tank, it’s about that shell! Nerite snails are categorized based 
on the appearance and texture of their shells.

Built mostly of calcium, the shell of a nerite snail shows each 
individual’s unique beauty. Nerite snails build thick shells to help 
protect themselves from predators. Starting right from its larval 
form, these snails require ample minerals and nutrients to begin 
building their thick protective shells. On average, a typical nerite’s 
shell will reach the size of a quarter, but I personally own and 
have seen shells larger than a Canadian one-dollar coin!

To ensure their shells are hard enough, nerites should be kept 
in freshwater aquariums with slightly harder (i.e., mineral dense) 
water with an average pH of 7 and temperatures between 
72–86° F. Softer water is an issue for a nerite’s shell, as it does 
not provide enough minerals for proper shell growth and main-
tenance. In softer conditions, their shells will start to thin out, 
potentially creating holes or cracks, putting the snail at risk of 



Here is a group of nerites next to a 1.1-inch Canadian 
quarter to show their relative sizes.

This Black Nerite is covered in eggs deposited by 
another nerite. Nerites don't hatch out as miniatures 
of the adults but instead hatch as larvae that require 
brackish water. ■ homevgarden.com
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death. A quick remedy to harden soft water and a cracking shell is to add a bit of limestone. 
You should always test your water parameters before purchasing nerite snails for your tank.

Breeding
If you already keep nerites, you may notice that they lay sesame-seed-like eggs on tank décor. 
Although these eggs may not be the prettiest addition to your aquarium, their presence indi-
cates that your nerites are happy and healthy. These eggs will never hatch in fresh water 
and will eventually dissolve over time.

Nerite snails are not hermaphrodites, and unfortunately, sexing a nerite snail is nearly impos-
sible, as there are no visible characteristics to help determine the sex. If you are interested 
in breeding them, start with a group of at least five or six to increase the likelihood that you 
have at least one male and one female. A brackish setup will be needed to hatch and raise 
your nerite eggs.

Tank Mates and Things to Avoid
Nerites are fantastic additions to most aquariums since they can peacefully cohabitate with 
a wide variety of aquatic life. However, it is important to avoid placing them in a tank contain-
ing loaches, crayfish, goldfish, puffers, or large cichlids, as these types of fish may mistake 
them for a snack or potentially pick on them and force them upside down.

If a tank mate gets sick, avoid using medications that contain copper, as copper is extremely 
harmful to snails. You should be able to find many copper-free medications (read the pack-
aging carefully!) at your local fish store.

Conclusion
Nerite snails have quickly become my most beloved variety of snail in the hobby, and I have 
no doubt that these gorgeous algae-eating machines will become yours too! AH
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 Green Forest 
By Dmitry Tumanov

M y first aquarium was a 1-gallon mason jar with guppies. 
After that, I kept a number of different freshwater aquari-
ums. I went through a period where I focused on cichlids, 

followed by a number of planted tanks that coincided with the Amano 
era. Then, I finally upped my game with the ultimate challenge—a 
reef aquarium.

After focusing on reefs and corals for 7 years, part of me would 
still get excited seeing a vibrant freshwater planted aquarium. One 
day, I visited Sanjay Joshi (a well-known reef aquarist) to see his 
magnificent 500-gallon reef tank in person. That is when I saw his 
super-simple freshwater setup lit by an EcoTech Radion freshwater 
LED. Seeing that bright-green window into nature renewed my inter-
est in freshwater aquariums and sealed the deal for me. I started 
planning a freshwater system that continues to excite me even to 
this day.

The system I had in mind would have to be easy to maintain, not 
require daily pruning or dosing, be home to multiple species of fish 
and plants, and be aesthetically pleasing. I wanted a system that 

Dmitry Tumanov

Dmitry is a software developer from Toronto, Canada, and has been 
in the hobby for 30 years. Look up "Dmitry Tumanov" on YouTube to 
see videos of his beautiful aquariums.



A side view of the aquarium

Supplies, filtration, and CO2 are stored under the cabinet.

www.aquariumhobbyistmagazine.com Green Forest • 37

would look like a beautiful picture from afar but would also offer hours 
of up-close viewing enjoyment. Some 8 months later, the system still 
meets all of these criteria.

This aquarium does not follow the clean lines of Iwagumi, nor does 
it have the orderliness of a Dutch aquarium. While it is built with a 
strong foundation of contrasting colors and a balanced aquascape, 
I always try to keep it slightly unruly, evoking feelings of a walk in the 
forest. Hence the name of the scape, “Green Forest.”

An 80-gallon, rimless, Starphire-glass aquarium sits on a custom-
made, light-blue stand. It’s lit by three EcoTech Radion XR15FW 
PRO G2 LED lights with Radion diffusers. The equipment includes a 
standard EHEIM Professional 3 canister filter, a 200-watt Ebo Jager 
heater, and a Coralife Turbo-Twist UV sterilizer. CO2 is administered 
through an in-line CO2 diffuser. Compared to a reef system, this is 
much simpler and easier to maintain.

For the first 3 months, I only dosed Tropica fertilizer but noticed 
that the plants started to lose their pigmentation. I added Seachem 
Flourish and an iron supplement, which fixed the problem. Having 
been out of the freshwater hobby for a while, I was pleasantly 
surprised by the availability of plants at local stores. I was able to 
purchase plants sealed in small containers, properly labeled, in great 
health, and free of pests. I started the aquarium using 14 different 



Cockatoo Dwarf Cichlids (pair)

The UV sterilizer is connected in line with the filtration, so all 
water passes through it before returning to the display.

The three varieties of schooling fish can be seen here.

German Blue Ram (male)
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plant species, each coming from an individual container. Planting was straight-
forward, and all of the plants started producing roots very quickly.

I did, however, run into a major problem with my lighting in the beginning. Having 
gotten used to 300+ PAR (photosynthetically active radiation) values for keeping 
corals, I had to reduce PAR down to 100 for my planted aquarium. I started off using 
four lights on the aquarium but had to remove one of them almost immediately. 
Nevertheless, a week after the aquarium was started, I was greeted by what 
aquarists refer to as “green soup” in my aquarium, a green algae bloom. Doing 
massive water changes did not help one bit. On the third day of dealing with green 
water, I went out and bought a UV sterilizer in an effort to kill the free-floating 
algae in the tank. The water went from green murk to crystal clear within 2 days 
of running the UV sterilizer and lowering the PAR to 70.

Once the aquarium cycled, it was time to introduce fish. I had always envisioned 
two to three large schools of fish in this tank, so I decided on 100 Cardinal Tetras 
(Paracheirodon axelrodi), 100 Harlequin Rasboras (Trigonostigma heteromorpha), 
and 50 Celestial Pearl Danios (Danio margaritatus), which I introduced into the 
aquarium over a period of 5 weeks. Rasboras form a fairly tight school, while 
Cardinals add a splash of blue color and mesmerize visitors with their movement. 
But probably my favorite fish of them all are the Celestial Pearl Danios, which reveal 
themselves only at close proximity and truly look like miniature Rainbow Trout. 
I’ve also added Amano Shrimp (Caridina multidentata) and Siamese Algae Eaters 
(Crossocheilus oblongus) to control algae, along with 30 Neon Yellow Shrimp 
(Neocaridina davidi var. 'Yellow') to make the tank even more interesting to look at.

With fish swimming around the tank, the Green Forest became a lively addition to 
my living room. Yet, something was still missing. The main reason I had previously 
started keeping cichlids and had later switched to salt water was to observe intel-
ligent fish behavior. Tetras and rasboras look amazing when they school, but they 
lack the individuality of cichlids. While introducing certain cichlids to this aquarium 
was out of the question (South American cichlids would eat small fish and African 
cichlids would go after the plants), I decided to give dwarf cichlids a chance. These 
tiny fish continue to be one of my favorite types in the aquarium because they 
exhibit complex mating and fry-rearing behavior. I waited for 2 months before I 
added a mated pair of German Blue Rams (Mikrogeophagus ramirezi), which was 
a superb addition. While they did eat a few of the Neon Yellow Shrimp, the tank is 
large enough for most of the shrimp to hide in the dense vegetation. One month 
later, I introduced a pair of Cockatoo Dwarf Cichlids (Apistogramma cacatuoides 
'Orange Flash'). Both pairs have completely transformed my aquarium-viewing 
experience. I enjoy watching the tank from my couch while listening to music 
and looking at the large school of tetras dancing all over the aquarium. Every so 
often, I will focus on one of the cichlids and delight in observing their deliberate 
movement around the tank. Every part of my aquarium is filled with life, rivaling 
that of a mature saltwater system.

Speaking of salt water, I do have a vibrant coral reef with hard corals in another 
room that I enjoy on a regular basis. These two very different aquariums comple-
ment each other nicely.

I have recently moved my freshwater tank to another room, turning it from a 
peninsula style to a more standard style. I plan to add more Cardinal Tetras to 
the tank, maybe remove a few rasboras, and introduce at least one more pair of 
dwarf cichlids of a different Apistogramma species.

For maintenance, I perform a 30 percent water change weekly and dose 
a cap of Seachem Flourish with every water change. I only prune the 
plants once a month. An up-to-date status of the aquarium can be seen at 
www.aquaticlog.com/aquariums/dtum/13.
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As the owner and creator of the Aquatic Log website, I use it with 
a companion iPhone app daily to make sure I stay on top of my 
aquarium maintenance. I first immersed myself into the world of 
reefkeeping many years ago, but I’m very glad I decided to expand 
back into freshwater planted aquariums. It is great to see the hobby 
advancing every few years. Equipment keeps getting better, our 
knowledge continues to grow, and aquarists all over the world exhibit 
never-ending creativity. For me, taking on some of these new fresh-
water challenges has made me a more complete aquarium hobbyist.

Aquarium
Dimensions: 48” × 20” × 20”
Glass: 0.5’’ Starphire
Volume: 80 gallons
Cabinet: custom

Aquascape
Style: undefined
Substrate: ADA Aqua Soil 
Amazonia
Wood: driftwood

Equipment
Lighting: (3) EcoTech Radion XR15FW Pro G2
Photoperiod: 8 hours of strong light, 12 hours total
Filter: EHEIM Professional 3 canister
Filter Media: EHEIM
Filter Pipes: glass lily pipe for output
Heating: 200-watt Ebo Jager
CO2: 10 lb. canister with Milwaukee Instruments regulator
UV Sterilizer: Coralife Turbo-Twist 18 watt

Water Parameters
pH: 6.5

Plants
 ‒ Cryptocoryne wendtii 'Mi Oya'
 ‒ dwarf hairgrass (Eleocharis acicularis 'Mini')

 ‒ Hygrophila sp. 'Siamensis 53B'
 ‒ Hygrophila pinnatifida
 ‒ Christmas Tree Moss (Vesicularia dubyana 'Christmas')
 ‒ Micranthemum sp. 'Monte Carlo'
 ‒ Pogostemon erectus
 ‒ Rotala macrandra
 ‒ Rotala sp. 'Bonsai'
 ‒ Rotala sp. 'H’Ra'
 ‒ Alternanthera reineckii 'Mini'
 ‒ Staurogyne repens
 ‒ Taxiphyllum sp. 'Spiky'

Fish
 ‒ (100) Cardinal Tetra (Paracheirodon axelrodi)
 ‒ (100) Harlequin Rasbora (Trigonostigma heteromorpha)
 ‒ (50) Celestial Pearl Danio (Danio margaritatus)
 ‒ (4) Siamese Algae Eater (Crossocheilus oblongus)
 ‒ (2) Cockatoo Dwarf Cichlid  
(Apistogramma cacatuoides 'Orange Flash')

 ‒ (2) German Blue Ram (Mikrogeophagus ramirezi)

Inverts
 ‒ (5) Amano Shrimp (Caridina multidentata)
 ‒ (30) Neon Yellow Shrimp (Neocaridina davidi var. 'Yellow')

Maintenance
 ‒ Seachem Flourish

Feeding
 ‒ Hikari Micro Pellets (twice a day)
 ‒ TetraColor (twice a day)
 ‒ frozen Hikari Blood Worms (once a week) AH
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An Introduction to
South Korean River Biotopes

By Sunkyu Kong

A s a reader of Aquarium Hobbyist Magazine, what comes to 
mind when you think of South Korea as a country? Probably, 
one of the first things that comes to mind is K-pop or the 

2018 Winter Olympics in Pyeongchang. But what are your thoughts 
of South Korea from an aquarist’s point of view? My guess is that you 
don’t have any special impressions of what a South Korean biotope 
aquarium looks like. One reason might be that South Korea doesn’t 
have popular native fishes, such as discus, bettas, or tropical cichlids, 

or another reason may be that there just hasn’t been any notable 
activity by aquarists from South Korea.

Surprisingly, however, there are approximately 200 species of fresh-
water fish in South Korea, and one-third of them are endemic. This 
is quite a large number of species relative to the size of the country, 
which is approximately the size of Kentucky. Many of these species 
have great potential as aquarium fish. Although these fish are not 
well known globally, there are many aquarists in South Korea who 
specialize in keeping them.

South Korean freshwater habitats have some of the most extreme 
conditions found in freshwater environments. Some of these habi-
tats include mountainous valleys with cold and clear water, rapids 
with winding streams, calm and flowing rivers, and estuaries that 
meet the sea. Like all fish, the species that inhabit these areas differ 
depending on the characteristics of their habitat.

Keeping any kind of freshwater fish is based on an aquarium that 
is a suitable habitat for specific fish species, and a community tank 
that houses various species is usually composed of species from 

Sunkyu Kong

Sunkyu is a loss prevention engineer from Seoul, South Korea, 
and started in the hobby 13 years ago. He enjoys keeping 
biotope aquariums and is an active aquarium blogger at  
www.blog.naver.com/kongsk82. You can also look up "Sunkyu Kong" 
on YouTube to watch videos of his aquariums.



Typical mountain stream environment

Mountain stream biotope aquascape

Cherry Salmon (Oncorhynchus masou masou) prefer oxygen-rich 
and low-temperature water, like that of mountain streams.
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similar habitats. Of course, it is not easy to separate all of the differ-
ent freshwater environments and the fish species living in each, but 
they can be broadly divided into four habitats: mountain streams, 
rapids, bogans, and settling reservoirs. In this article, I will introduce 
the characteristics of each type of South Korean freshwater habitat, 
the native fish species of each, and proper tank composition based 
on those environments.

Mountain Streams
The mountain streams flow with clear, cold water. They are fast flow-
ing and rich in oxygen. The riverbed is primarily composed of large 
stones and gravel. There are few fish species in this habitat because 
of the somewhat barren environment. However, fish species that 
prefer oxygen-rich, clean water live here.

To mimic the mountain stream environment, an aquarium with a 
volume of 100 gallons or more is ideal. This will also help main-
tain stable water parameters. Most of the popular aquarium fish 
from South Korea are likely to require a large amount of food in 
comparison to the average tropical fish, so water-quality manage-
ment through a high-performance filtration system is very important. 
In addition, circulation pumps should be used to create fast-flowing, 
oxygen-rich streams of water.

Large stones and gravel should be arranged efficiently and in a natu-
ral way to distinguish between where the “playing” space through 
fast-moving streams are and the “resting” space where relatively 
calm areas are. Fish that inhabit mountain streams mostly prefer 
a broad swimming area, so using a tank with a length of at least 
3 feet is recommended. Furthermore, cooling equipment, such as 
chillers, may be needed during the summer because most fish that 



Fast and slow rapids repeatedly occur through these regions.
The Korean Shiner, aka Korean Splendid Dace (Coreoleuciscus 
splendidus), is only found on the Korean peninsula.

This Korean Aucha Perch (Coreoperca herzi) is a carnivore found in slow streams.

This biotope represents the marginal areas of slow rapids.

Rock-based slow-rapids biotope

This biotope represents the rocky areas lining the edges of 
rapids, where fish are found hiding in the rock crevices.
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inhabit mountain streams in South Korea prefer a water 
temperature below 68° F.

Rapids
Rapids typically appear in the middle and upper regions 
of rivers. They have fast moving streams and stony 
substrates. Fast and slow rapids develop based on 
the location of large stones. An interesting note is that 
there are different fish species living in fast rapids versus 
slow ones, depending on their preferred habitat. In fast 
rapid streams, Korean Splendid Dace (Coreoleuciscus 
splendidus) or Eastern Spine Loaches (Niwaella multifas-
ciata) are dominant, while in slow rapid streams, Korean 
Dark Chub (Zacco koreanus) or Korean Aucha Perch 
(Coreoperca herzi) dominate.

To create an aquarium that mimics this habitat, it is 
necessary to make both fast and slow rapids. The direc-
tion of the water flow is determined by the circulation 
pump or filter return, and the speed and strength of the 
rapids are adjusted by using large stones to direct and 
redirect flow. Arrange stones and pebbles to create rest-
ing and hiding places for fish to minimize stress. Like fish 
that inhabit mountain streams, species in the rapids also 
have a broad territory in which they are active. An aquar-
ium with a minimum length of 2 feet is recommended. 
Most fish species found in the rapids live in the lower 
part of the water, so it is a good idea to use a short and 
wide aquarium.



Various plants are found in the gentle-flow areas known as bogans. Bogan biotope

This 27-gallon gentle-flow biotope was built for 
Rose Bitterlings (Rhodeus ocellatus ocellatus).
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Bogans
In the case of narrow, tranquil stretches of water known as bogans, 
the water flow is slow, and aquatic plants grow densely. These are 
usually seen downstream or in the middle of rivers. As the water 
slows down, a lot of organic matter piles up, and there is a lot of 
algae attached to the stones. This provides fish with an abundance 
of food. The river bottom is mainly composed of fine sand and mud, 
with various freshwater invertebrates such as shellfish and shrimp 
living in this environment.

Most of the fish species that inhabit bogans are living around 
marginal and submerged plants, so the scape of the aquarium should 
represent the river bank area, which is composed of a fine sand base, 



Settling reservoir biotope

Settling reservoir biotope

Catching fish in nature helps us to deeply understand 
the animals and the environment they live in.
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plants, and branches. However, there are many rivers where rocky 
areas form, even in bogans. There would then also be fish species 
living around the large stones and rocks. Fish from these habitats 
will prefer a layout with rocks and plants, but avoid cluttering the 
tank; the fish will appreciate larger open areas in which to swim.

Settling Reservoirs
In the case of settling reservoirs, the water is turbid (cloudy, opaque, 
or thick with suspended matter), and the bottom is composed of 
mud. Increased nutrients cause excessive plant and algae growth, 
which results in the depletion of dissolved oxygen, among other 
things. Therefore, most of the fish species inhabiting settling reser-
voirs are relatively resistant to water pollution and can tolerate 
oxygen-deficient waters. One representative fish is the Round-tailed 
Paradise Fish (Macropodus ocellatus).

To keep fish that inhabit settling reservoirs, set up the tank like 
a small pond. Most fish species found in settling reservoirs live 
around plants, so establish a comfortable environment using vari-
ous aquatic plants. For healthy plant growth, use fertilizers with 
either soil or fine sand. You can make a densely forested and 
comfortable pond-style tank with various plants and branches. 
In the case of small fish species that grow up to 2 inches, a 1-foot 
cube will be sufficient, so even a beginner can easily try keeping 
Korean freshwater fish.

In this article, I briefly outlined how to set up some common South 
Korean freshwater biotopes. It may be an unfamiliar topic for maga-
zine readers who are used to tropical freshwater fish species, 
especially since keeping South Korean freshwater fish is very differ-
ent compared to the more common fish in the freshwater hobby.

Fishkeeping in South Korea mostly started from collection activities 
at rivers, including catching, monitoring, and exploring the native 
fishes. Through collection, we have gained a deeper understand-
ing of the habitat, environment, and behavior of the fish species 
and have increased our appreciation for fish. Furthermore, fish 
collecting allows us to get away from our busy lives and enjoy some 
leisure time in nature.

In South Korea, there are various communities for freshwater aquar-
ists. I am active in a community named “Fish and People,” which 
allows me to interact with other aquarists. Although it may be diffi-
cult for non-Korean aquarists to understand the contents of our 
community website because it is in Korean, it may be possible to 
learn about South Korean freshwater fish through the many photo-
graphs published. For hobbyists who are interested in exploring 
South Korean freshwater fish and aquariums, I invite you to visit 
our community through the link below.

www.cafe.naver.com/thefishandpeople AH
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