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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!

AHM Sponsored Events
(our latest issues are available at sponsored events)
• The Big Fish Deal 

February 15–17, Bethesda, MD – www.thebigfishdeal.com
• China International Pet Industry Fair 

March 8–10, Guangzhou, China – www.chinapetfair.com
• Aquashella Dallas 

March 30–31, Dallas, TX – www.aquashella.com
• North East Council of Aquarium Societies 

April 12–14, Cromwell, CT – www.northeastcouncil.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
• Pan Ocean Aquarium – www.panoceanaquarium.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!
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 GREENER WHERE YOU WATER IT
 IAPLC WORLD RANKING: #4 (HIGHEST RANKED US ENTRY EVER) 

By Hiep Hong

T he inspiration for this scape comes from the aquatic 
plant layout style called “Nature Aquarium,” established 
by Takashi Amano. I recently visited his exhibit, Florestas 

Submersas, in Lisbon, Portugal. The inspiration and emotions the 
exhibit left with me helped lead to the creation of this aquascape. 
Since the classic Nature Aquarium style is my favorite, I wanted to 
create a layout that demonstrated the fundamentals introduced by 

Amano, which the aquascaping hobby that exists today was built 
on. In recent years, the IAPLC contest has been dominated by 
diorama-style aquascapes, so to see a Nature Aquarium-style 
aquascape rank this high is rare. It was my goal to prove to myself 
and to the world that the classic Nature Aquarium style can still 
do well in aquascaping contests.

This aquascape was created in an old-school ADA 120p aquar-
ium passed down to me by my good friend and fellow aquascaper 
Luis Navarro. This particular aquarium was the very first ADA 120 
imported to the United States. At over a decade and a half old, 
the aquarium had never been filled with water until I owned it.

Aquarium
Tank: ADA 120p (~47” × 18” × 18”)
Glass: 12 mm
Volume: 57.9 gallons
Cabinet: custom, purchased from Aquarium Design Group

Hiep Hong

Hiep is a pharmacy technician who lives in Austin, TX, and 
has been in the aquascaping hobby since 2004. His YouTube 
channel is "GlassCanvasAquascape."



What is the IAPLC?
The IAPLC is the International Aquatic Plants Layout Contest, a 
world-class planted aquarium event launched at the start of the 
21st century. Since its first contest, where a total of 557 entries 
from 19 countries were received, the IAPLC has been growing in 
terms of numbers of entries and countries. Now, it is the world’s 
largest aquarium contest, with a total of more than 2,000 entries 
from over 60 countries across the globe. A major objective of the 
IAPLC is for hobbyists to share and enjoy their planted aquarium 
hobby with people all over the world, in addition to enjoying it as 
an individual fun activity. Join them and show your proud work to 
the world! Learn more at www.iaplc.com. AH
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Aquascape
Title: Greener Where You Water It
Style: classic Nature Aquarium
Substrate: ADA Aqua Soil Amazonia
Stone: slate rock from Missouri
Wood: river wood

Equipment
Lighting: (2) AQUAVAS Sun LED pendant; 7.5-hour photoperiod 
(3 hours at half power, 1.5 hours at full power, then 3 hours at half 
power)
Filter: AQUAVAS Canisteel (canister filter)
Filter Media: carbon, ADA Bio Rio
Filter Pipes: Cal Aqua Labs Influx inflow, 
Efflux outflow pipes
CO2: pressurized CO2, NEO diffuser

Maintenance
 ‒ fertilize with ADA Green Brighty series Step 1, 2, and 3
 ‒ feed Hikari Micro Pellets daily
 ‒ perform 70 percent water change and clean glass weekly
 ‒ trim plants monthly

Plants
 ‒ Microsorum pteropus �Narrow�
 ‒ Staurogyne repens

 ‒ Eleocharis sp. �Mini�
 ‒ Anubias barteri var. nana �Petite�
 ‒ Nymphaea zenkeri
 ‒ Bucephalandra spp.
 ‒ Java Moss (Taxiphyllum barbieri)
 ‒ Echinodorus sp. (Iguazu 2009)
 ‒ Bolbitis heudelotii

Fish and Invertebrates
 ‒ Tiger Barb (Puntigrus tetrazona)
 ‒ Amano Shrimp (Caridina multidentata)
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The Joy of Freshwater Crabs
By Matt Parkison

F reshwater invertebrates have enjoyed increasing popularity 
and have become a focus of the aquarium hobby in recent 
years. While dwarf shrimp are certainly at the head of this 

wave, crabs are also very prominent. Gone are the days of aquar-
ists unsuccessfully trying to keep semiaquatic crabs in completely 

aquatic setups. There are several purely aquatic species of freshwa-
ter crabs that range from tiny and peaceful to large and aggressive.

Thai Micro Crab
The Thai Micro Crab (Limnopilos naiyanetri) is a unique species that 
is a quintessential nano animal. Reaching a maximum size of just 
0.4 inches, it is exceptionally small. It is native to calm waterways 
in Thailand, where it spends most of its time on floating roots and 
vegetation. It feeds on a variety of organic matter, much of which is 
collected by the hairs on its appendages. These crabs live commu-
nally and should be kept in groups. Unlike most crabs, which are 
opportunistic feeders and also tend to attack one another, the Thai 
Micro Crab is extraordinarily docile and peaceful with other animals, 
including its own kind.

Care for the Thai Micro Crab is similar to the care and feeding of 
dwarf shrimp, which also make excellent tank mates. Gentle water 

Matt Parkison

Matt is the product development manager at Aquatic Arts, an 
aquarium company based in Indianapolis, IN. He has kept aquariums 
for nearly 25 years and is particularly interested in ancient fish, eels, 
invertebrates, venomous fish, and oddball species. Matt is also a 
musician with a bachelor’s degree in music performance (guitar) from 
Butler University. He got his first guitar and first aquarium at age 11 
and has pursued both of those interests ever since.



Above and Below: the Pom Pom Crab is much heftier and more active and outgoing than 
the peaceful Thai Micro Crab, but for the most part, it shares a similar disposition. 
■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Dwarf shrimp currently dominate the 
freshwater invertebrate hobby. 
■ Andre Mueller

Semiaquatic crabs were once sold as 
freshwater aquarium inhabitants.

Thai Micro Crabs are also known as "false 
spider crabs" because of their unusually 
long legs relative to their bodies. 
■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Thai Micro Crabs are usually a silvery 
color with light brown or beige legs. 
■ Aquatic Arts Preston
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flow, plenty of vegetation, and ample cover are all key. Their tank 
mates must be peaceful species that will not bother or outcom-
pete the timid Micro Crab. This crab does not contribute much 
to the bioload, so it is an excellent option for even the smallest 
desktop aquarium. It will not harm ornamental plants and will 
spend a good deal of its time cleaning algae and other micro-
organisms from them. This species has spawned in captivity, 
but I have yet to hear of anyone successfully raising them in 
home aquariums.

Freshwater Pom Pom Crab
Another crab that is on the peaceful side is the freshwater Pom 
Pom Crab (Ptychognathus barbatus). This crab is rather new 
to the aquarium hobby and is native to Taiwan, Madagascar, 
New Caledonia, and possibly other areas as well. Named for 
the food-collecting “pom pom” patches of hair on its claws, this 
species has quickly become very popular in the aquarium hobby. 
It grows to a maximum size of around 1 inch and has highly 
variable coloration in shades of tan, black, white, and orange. 
This charming crab inhabits freshwater habitats as well as some 
brackish ones. It is also believed to be amphidromous, meaning 
it regularly migrates between fresh water and salt water (in both 
directions) but not for the purpose of breeding. Breeding in the 
aquarium has not been reported, though it may be achieved 
eventually. Based on my experience, adult specimens do not 
require any salt in their water and will thrive long-term in fresh 
water.

The Pom Pom Crab can also be kept with dwarf shrimp, although 
it will sometimes prey on them when confined to a small enough 
space. Most people who keep this crab with shrimp report that 
the crab largely ignores its tank mates, including other crabs. 
Small, peaceful fish are generally safe to keep with the Pom Pom 
Crab. This crab seems to tolerate a fairly wide temperature and 
pH range, which is typical of many animals that inhabit both 
fresh and salt water. As with the Thai Micro Crab, the Pom Pom 
Crab will scavenge and feed on a variety of algae and microor-
ganisms in the aquarium and should be fed an omnivorous diet 
that is high in vegetable content.

Sulawesi Crabs
The lake systems of Sulawesi, Indonesia, are home to several 
fascinating species of semiaquatic and purely aquatic freshwa-
ter crabs. Several of these crabs have found their way into the 
aquarium hobby and are gaining in popularity. The purely aquatic 
crabs of Sulawesi include the Panther Crab (Parathelphusa 
pantherina), the Gold Leg Matano Crab (Parathelphusa ferru-
ginea), the Purple Matano Crab (Syntripsa matannensis), and 
the White Claw Crab (Syntripsa flavichela). These species are all 
virtually identical in most characteristics and care. They are not 
the best option for a community tank but are extremely enter-
taining and worthy of being the centerpiece of an aquarium.

Sulawesi crabs are much more aggressive than the other species 
described in this article. Juveniles are generally less aggressive 
than adults, but most species will grow to a 3-inch-carapace 
(dorsal section of the exoskeleton) length and potentially up to 
twice that length when total diameter is considered. As these 



The Panther Crab makes an excellent alternative 
to a crayfish because it is considerably less 
aggressive in behavior. ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

The Panther Crab does not develop huge claws 
like fiddler crabs or some other types of crabs. 
■ Aquatic Arts Preston

The Purple Matano Crab is a beautiful deep-
purple crab that is purely aquatic and has plenty 
of personality. ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

The Gold Leg Matano Crab's purple carapace is 
complemented by its gold and sometimes lilac-
colored legs. ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

The White Claw Crab is territorial and requires 
multiple hiding places, especially when kept with 
crabs of the same species ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Sulawesi rabbit snails from the Tylomelania 
genus may be eaten by Sulawesi crabs. 
■ Aquatic Arts Preston

The Gold Leg Matano Crab requires water with 
a much higher pH and temperature than many 
other freshwater animals. ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Like all predatory crabs and crayfish, the Purple 
Matano Crab can eat fish and inverts, like snails 
and shrimp. ■ Aquatic Arts Preston
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crabs reach adulthood, they will require more terri-
tory. They are surprisingly dexterous and agile, able to 
ambush other animals very effectively. Sulawesi crabs 
are highly opportunistic feeders and will sometimes 
eat aquatic plants that are rooted in the substrate, 
although many floating plants can be safely grown 
with them. When keeping multiple crabs together, the 
aquarium must be spacious, with plenty of cover for 
each crab. The crabs should also be of similar size.

Sulawesi crabs are somewhat adaptable, but they 
do have some specific requirements. They require 
warm water of at least 78–82° F and an alkaline pH 
of 7.5–8.5. Many Sulawesi crab species prey on snails, 
so they should not be kept with the popular snails of 
the Tylomelania genus.

Despite the popularity and seemingly completely 
freshwater life cycle of Sulawesi crabs, there are 
currently no prominent, reliable reports of success-
ful breeding in the aquarium. One needs only to look 
at the colors of these crabs to imagine what possible 
color morphs and variants could be achieved through 
selective breeding, especially with the Panther Crab. 
Many determined aquarists are currently making 
dedicated attempts at breeding these spectacular 
crabs, so let’s hope that success is soon found!

General Crab-Keeping Tips
1. A unifying trait of most crabs is that they are omniv-

orous, opportunistic scavengers that require a 
high-quality, varied diet.

2. Virtually all crabs are highly skilled escape artists. 
They are capable of squeezing through very tight 
openings and are able to scale hardware, tubing, 
and cables with just two of their ten appendages. 
Great care must be taken to make escape from the 
aquarium impossible, even for an ambitious crab. 
While all crabs in this article are purely aquatic, 
most of them are not afraid to temporarily leave 
the water. As long as their gills stay wet, crabs can 
stay out of the water for a surprisingly long time. 
An escaped crab that is nearly dried out can often 
be revived by simply returning it to the water and 
gently moving it back and forth in the water to get 
its respiration going again.

3. As crustaceans, crabs need a high amount of 
calcium for proper molting and exoskeleton 
production. The use of cuttlebone or other calcium 
supplements in the aquarium can be helpful.

Conclusion
Aquatic freshwater crabs are amazing subjects for 
the home aquarium. They have an exceptional level 
of personality, stay at a manageable size, and offer a 
wide variety of species. They are unique, unusual, and 
extremely rewarding pets for aquarists of all levels! 
AH
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 Getting Your Feet Wet With Planted Tanks: 
THE TOP 5 BEGINNER PLANTS 
By Amanda Wenger

W ith the wide array of aquatic plants available to the 
hobbyist these days, it’s easy for a newcomer to be over-
whelmed. Stem plants, carpet plants, epiphytes, floaters, 

high tech, low tech, root feeders—an endless litany of categories 

and particular needs seem to be applied to aquatic plants. For the 
beginner, however, it’s best to start with the basics. Here are my five 
favorite forgiving and simple-to-grow plants in the hobby.

1. Anubias barteri
Anubias barteri is, hands down, the go-to beginner plant. Its lighting 
requirements are minimal, it adapts to a wide variety of water 
parameters, and it requires no substrate, so it’s a good choice for 
those keeping bare-bottom tanks for their ease of cleaning. In fact, 
you shouldn’t put the rhizome (the horizontally growing base of the 
plant) in substrate at all—doing so will kill the plant.

Amanda Wenger

Amanda lives in Fairfield, CT, and has been in the hobby since the 
age of two, when she got her first betta fish. Her father is also an 
aquarium hobbyist who she credits as her main influence. By trade, 
she is a graphic designer, illustrator, and sometimes, author.



Anubias barteri ■ Aquatic Arts Preston Anubias barteri var. nana 'Petite' attached to driftwood ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Anubias barteri var. nana 'Petite' in pots ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Wild-type Java Fern ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Anubias barteri var. coffeefolia ■ Rachel O'Leary
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As long as you have some sort of lighting on your tank—enough so 
you can comfortably observe the fish—in a plant-friendly spectrum, 
you should be able to grow this plant. It’s a slow grower, so if you 
want to quickly fill a tank with a lush planting of this species, you’ll 
need to invest a bit of money. Whether you’re just getting into plants 
or simply want to spruce up the tank with a little live vegetation that 
doesn’t need a ton of TLC, A. barteri is the way to go.

A. barteri comes in a wide variety of shapes, colors, and sizes. This 
species ranges from the diminutive A. barteri var. nana 'Petite,' with 
fingernail-sized leaves, to the sprawling A. barteri var. caladiifolia, 
which can sport palm-sized leaves. A. barteri var. glabra has elongated 
leaves, and for a splash of color, A. barteri var. nana 'Gold' has lime-
green leaves. For a little textural variation, consider A. barteri var. 
coffeefolia, whose variety name derives from the bullate (appearing 
puckered as if blistered) leaves that resemble those of the coffee 
plant.

2. Java Fern
Microsorum pteropus, sometimes called the Java Fern, is very similar 
to Anubias in its care: rhizomes must remain above the substrate, and 
it can be tied to rockwork or driftwood, where tiny anchor roots will 



Cryptocoryne wendtii ■ Rachel O'Leary

Trident Java Fern ■ Aquatic Arts Preston Narrow Leaf Java Fern growing on lava rock ■ Rachel O'Leary

Windeløv Java Fern ■ Aquatic Arts Preston Narrow Leaf Java Fern ■ Aquatic Arts Preston
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latch on and secure it. It thrives in low lighting, and most standard 
daylight strip lights, fluorescent or LED, are sufficient to grow it.

M. pteropus also adapts to a wide range of water parameters. Most 
plants favor softer, slightly acidic water, and Java Fern will do fine in 
this, but it will also thrive in hard water and even slightly brackish 
setups (up to a specific gravity around 1.004). I used it to great effect 
in a tank filled with wild-caught Sailfin Mollies and nerite snails. 
The mollies appreciated the addition of salt (they’re very sensitive 
to nitrite levels, and salt reduces nitrite toxicity), and the ferns kept 
on thriving.

Wild-type Java Ferns have lanceolate (lance shaped) fronds, but 
there are some shape varieties on the market today that various 
nurseries have developed. 'Trident' is known for its forked leaf shape, 
'Narrow' has longer, thinner leaves, and the popular 'Windeløv,' also 
known as Lace Java Fern, has a frilly fringe at the ends of the leaves.

3. Cryptocoryne wendtii
Unlike the two previously mentioned plants, Cryptocoryne wendtii 
(affectionately called a "crypt" in the hobby) does require substrate. 
Ordinary pea gravel, unfortunately, is a poor choice for this one. 
Crypts do most of their feeding from their roots, as opposed to 
stem plants, which usually draw nutrients from the water column 
through their leaves.



Cryptocoryne wendtii 'Bronze' ■ Poseidon Aquatics

Cryptocoryne wendtii 'Flamingo' ■ Poseidon Aquatics

Cryptocoryne wendtii 'Green Gecko' ■ Ultum Nature Systems
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Java Moss ■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Ludwigia repens 
■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Ludwigia arcuata 
■ Aquatic Arts Preston

Ludwigia repens × arcuata ■ Cory Hopkins
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Other than ample nutrients at their roots, crypts are adaptable to most 
water parameters. I have kept them outdoors in tubs and accidentally 
forgotten to bring them in until sometime in late September or early 
October, which here in Connecticut means around 50° F water. They 
were fine despite the chill, which is a little unusual for a tropical plant—
crypts hail from the jungles of Southeast Asia. They need a hair more 
lighting than the Java Fern and Anubias but still fall comfortably into 
the low-light plant bracket.

C. wendtii also comes in a number of color forms. Some are more or 
less what they say on the tin, e.g., C. wendtii 'Bronze' or C. wendtii 'Red.' 
Others have slightly more exotic names, like 'Flamingo' (a salmon pink 
color), 'Florida Sunset' (variegated with pink, green, and bronze), or 
'Green Gecko' (light green with brown mottling).

4. Java Moss
Indonesia is something of a hotbed of low-light aquatic plants. There’s 
a reason for this—in the dense jungle, not a lot of light reaches the 
ground through the canopy, so if you’re going to be a plant in the water, 
you'd better get used to not having a ton of light.

Java Moss, or Taxiphyllum barbieri, if you prefer Latin names (and I 
do), is another one of those plants that sort of just grows itself, as long 
as you add some water and stick a little bit of light over it. Because 
of this, it’s gained great popularity with fish breeders—it sinks, so 
egg-scattering species spawn over it and then predators can’t find all 
the eggs when they fall into the moss. Again, water parameters are very 
flexible. It can be grown loosely in clumps, but for better aesthetics, use 
a hairnet or some fishing line to wrap it around a piece of driftwood 
or a rock where it will attach and give the hardscape a natural look.

5. Ludwigia repens × arcuata
I debated a great deal over which plant to add for this last item on the 
list. There are other aroids (members of the Araceae family of plants) 
beyond Anubias and Cryptocoryne that are pretty simple to keep, in 
addition to other kinds of mosses and ferns too. For variety’s sake, 
I wanted to include a stem-type plant. And among the myriad stem 
plants in the hobby, my favorite for low-light, low-tech applications is 
L. repens x arcuata. Why this one in particular? Well, for one, the color. 
While it produces its most intense reds in brighter-light, higher-tech 
setups, it will reliably blush red in even a low-tech tank.

Sometimes sold as "narrow leaf Ludwigia" (although, be cautious, as 
that name is also sometimes used for the somewhat needier Ludwigia 
palustris), L. repens x arcuata is a naturally occurring hybrid with a form 
intermediate between its two parents. L. arcuata has narrow, pointy 
leaves, and L. repens has nearly round, ovate ones. Their hybrid has 
lanceolate leaves. L. repens almost wound up on this list instead, and 
in all honesty, it’s a very easy-to-keep plant as well (L. arcuata isn’t 
what I would call difficult either, but the narrow leaves do necessitate 
somewhat brighter lighting), but somehow, L. repens x arcuata has 
proven (at least for me) to be even easier than its parents.

Hopefully, these five plants will serve as a launching point for new 
hobbyists looking to keep plants. Rather than jumping feet-first into 
the fanciest setup with the rarest plants and advanced gadgets, try 
these simple-to-keep species first to get a feel for what you can do 
with planted tanks. AH
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 2018 AGA 
 International Aquascaping Contest

T he Aquatic Gardeners Association is excited to announce the 
results for the 2018 AGA International Aquascaping Contest. 
The contest had an outstanding 589 entries submitted to the 

various categories, with some stunning aquascapes making the 
judging very difficult.

The success of the contest is dependent on the hard work of our 
esteemed panel of judges. Many of our judges take time from their 
obligations at work and home to judge in our contest. Without them, 
our aquascaping contest would not be the success it is today. For 
this year’s judges in the aquatic gardens, we have Andre Longarco 
(Aquabase) from Brazil, Jeff Miotke and Karen Randall from the 
United States, and Xiaozhuang Wong from Singapore. We were 
also fortunate to have Marco Aukes judge our Dutch category again, 
along with the AGA’s own Phil Edwards and Karen Randall. And 
something new for this year, Cara Wade volunteered her expertise 
to help judge the Biotope and Paludarium categories in collabora-
tion with Karen and Phil. As the chair of the contest and a former 
judge, I cannot stress enough how thankful the AGA is to have these 
individuals judge our contest.

We had some outstanding companies sponsor this year's contest, 
including Seachem, Ultum Nature Systems, and Nature Art LiuYong. 
In addition to our corporate sponsors, we again had the Chicago 
Aquatic Plant Society sponsor the contest, and Bernat Hostas 
donated to the contest as an individual supporter. And finally, 
Amazonas is supporting this year’s contest as the media sponsor. 
Without all the support provided by these companies, individuals, 
and clubs, our contest would not be nearly as successful.

Finally, I would like to thank Jen Williams for providing this year’s 
contest graphics and Erik Olson, our tech guru, who signifi-
cantly simplified the entry process this year and does all the 
behind-the-scenes work to ensure that the contest runs smoothly. 
To learn more about the AGA International Aquascaping Contest, 
visit www.aquatic-gardeners.org.

So, without further ado, enjoy this year's winning aquascapes!

Bailin Shaw, 
AGA Contest Chair

 Forgotten Forest
Aquascaper: Heri Amir
Location: Jawa Timur, Indonesia
Category: Aquatic Garden, Smaller Than 28 L
Award: 1st Place

Aquascape Details
Aquarium Dimensions: 12” × 7.1” × 9.4”
Aquarium Volume: 3 gallons
Aquarium Background: white
Aquascape Materials: Seiryu Stone, Santigi Iron Wood
Equipment: ADA Aquasky Moon 301 LED light, (2) SunSun 
HW-602B canister filter
Plants: Bucephalandra sp., Mini Christmas Moss, Weeping 
Moss, Riccardia sp., Flame Moss, Rotala wallichii
Fish: Albino Neon Tetra (Paracheirodon innesi)

Bailin Shaw

Bailin received his first aquarium for Christmas when he was 5 years 
old. He kept an aquarium going off and on, becoming more involved 
with learning about planted aquariums during graduate school. He 
is a founding member of the Chicago Aquatic Plant Society. Bailin 
began serving as the AGA International Aquascaping Contest chair 
in 2007 and has judged the contest for multiple years.
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 Great Root
Aquascaper: Chonlatee Jaturonrusmee
Location: Bangkok, Thailand
Category: Aquatic Garden, 28 L–60 L
Award: 1st Place

Aquascape Details
Aquarium Dimensions: 12” × 18” × 12”
Aquarium Volume: 11 gallons
Aquascape Materials: miscellaneous stones, driftwood
Equipment: LED light, Eheim Classic 2213 canister filter
Plants: New Large Pearl Grass, Taxiphyllum sp. 'Flame,' 
Vesicularia ferriei 'Weeping,' Fissidens fontanus, 
Ranunculus inundatus, Riccia sp. 'Dwarf'
Fish: Least Rasbora (Boraras urophthalmoides)

 Follow Me 3
Aquascaper: Heri Amir
Location: Jawa Timur, Indonesia
Category: Aquatic Garden, 60 L–120 L
Award: 1st Place

Aquascape Details
Aquarium Dimensions: 24” × 14” × 12”
Aquarium Volume: 17 gallons
Aquarium Background: white paint
Aquascape Materials: Seiryu Stone, Santigi Iron Wood
Equipment: custom high-power LED light (100 × 1 watt), 
JBL e902 canister filter
Plants: Mini Christmas Moss, Flame Moss, Weeping Moss, 
Bucephalandra sp., Rotala wallichii, Eleocharis sp. 'Mini,' 
Mini Bolbitis
Fish: Ember Tetra (Hyphessobrycon amandae)
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 Turo de l'Home
Aquascaper: Bernat Hosta Rovira
Location: Catalunya, Spain
Category: Aquatic Garden, 120 L–200 L
Award: 1st Place

Aquascape Details
I just wanted to transmit the same peaceful and relaxing atmosphere that Grygoriy Polishchuk 
transmitted with his painting, “BIOTOPE AMANO.” I found this picture full of expression of a 
nature view with a nice structure and depth to be done in an aquarium. The painting is a picture 
of the garden done by Takashi Amano San in his home at Niigata. The pond effect is done using 
a piece of mirror.
Aquarium Dimensions: 35” × 20” × 17”
Aquarium Volume: 52 gallons
Aquarium Background: wall painted with sky color and a transparent plastic sheet
Aquascape Materials: slate river rocks, Briarwood
Equipment: (2) 70-watt, HQI, 6,500 K, metal halide light, (2) Fluval 406 canister filter
Plants: Hemianthus callitrichoides 'Cuba,' Micranthemum sp. 'Monte Carlo,' Rotala rotundifolia, 
Bucephalandra sp., Ceratopteris siliquosa, Cryptocoryne parva, Cryptocoryne beckettii 'Petchii,' 
Hydrocotyle tripartita, Eleocharis parvula, Anubias barteri var. nana 'Pangolino,' 
Anubias barteri var. nana
Fish: (20) Lambchop Rasbora (Rasbora espei)

 High Hopes
Aquascaper: Renan Selingardi do Amaral
Location: Sao Paulo, Brazil
Category: Aquatic Garden, 200 L–320 L
Award: 1st Place

Aquascape Details
Aquarium Dimensions: 47” × 20” × 18”
Aquarium Volume: 71 gallons
Aquascape Materials: ADA Aqua Soil Amazonia, ADA Power Sand Special-M, ADA 
Tourmaline BC, ADA Aqua Gravel, ADA LA Plata Sand, Ryuoh Stone
Equipment: (2) 54-watt T5 Giesemann Midday, (1) 54-watt T5 JBL Tropic, (1) 54-watt T5 JBL 
Color; (2) Eheim Ecco Pro 2236 canister filter
Plants: Micranthemum sp. 'Monte Carlo,' Marsilea angustifolia, Eleocharis minima, Hemianthus 
callitrichoides 'Cuba,' Staurogyne sp., Echinodorus tenellus 'Blood,' Microsorum pteropus 'Mini,' 
Hygrophila pinnatifida, Hemianthus micranthemoides, Limnophila sp. 'Vietnam,' Rotala wallichii, 
Rotala indica, Rotala rotundifolia, Rotala sp. 'Pink,' Rotala sp. 'Green,' Rotala sp. 'Ceylon,' Rotala 
sp. 'Francisco,' Rotala sp. 'Butterfly,' Taxiphyllum sp., Fissidens fontanus, Vesicularia dubyana
Fish: Galaxy Rasbora (Danio margaritatus), Glowlight Danio (Danio choprae), Dwarf Pencilfish 
(Nannostomus marginatus), Tucanoichthys tucano, Neon Tetra (Paracheirodon innesi), Green 
Neon Tetra (Paracheirodon simulans), Hyphessobrycon elachys
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 Soul
Aquascaper: Luis Carlos Galarraga
Location: Sao Paulo, Brazil
Category: Aquatic Garden, 320 L or Larger
Award: Best of Show and 1st Place

Aquascape Details
Aquarium Dimensions: 47” × 24” × 18”
Aquarium Volume: 86 gallons
Aquascape Materials: Ryuoh Stone, driftwood
Maintenance: Seachem Flourish (complete line of products), CO2 (45 mg/L), 30 percent water change twice a week
Equipment: Maxspect Razor F175W LED light, ADA Super Jet ES-1200 filter
Plants: Rotala wallichii, Rotala sp. 'Nanjenshan,' Limnophila sp. 'Vietnam,' Hygrophila pinnatifida, Eleocharis sp. 'Minima,' Micranthemum 
sp. 'Monte Carlo,' Glossostigma elatinoides, Bucephalandra sp., Microsorum sp. 'Mini,' Microsorum pteropus 'Windeløv,' Anubias barteri var. 
nana 'Pangolino,' Echinodorus tenellus, Marsilea angustifolia, Vesicularia dubyana, Fissidens fontanus, Phyllanthus fluitans, 
Limnobium laevigatum
Fish: Checkerboard Cichlid (Dicrossus filamentosus), Rineloricaria lata, Green Neon Tetra (Paracheirodon simulans), Black Neon Tetra 
(Hyphessobrycon herbertaxelrodi), Veilfin Tetra (Hyphessobrycon elachys), Three-stripe Pencilfish (Nannostomus trifasciatus)
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Stream of Mount Lao (China) After a Rain in Summer
Aquascaper: Sun Kai
Location: Shandong, China
Category: Biotope Aquascape
Award: 1st Place

Aquascape Details
As a biotope aquarium lover living and working in Qingdao for a long time, I always want to find opportunities to show the amazing underwa-
ter world around me to my fellow hobbyists around the world. I also want to show our charming natural streams to local people in Qingdao, 
so they could understand that the beauty of nature is ubiquitous and deserve our care. I love the gobies, and I am particularly fascinated by 
Rhinogobius brunneus. I am very fortunate to have this beautiful species living around me. Creating a stream biotope tank to keep Rhinogobius 
brunneus has always been my own plan. The stream of Mount Lao is the main destination for my snorkeling in the summer. In a few days 
after a heavy rain, I was shocked by the booming biological community there. All the newly broken Pterocarya stenoptera are washed down 
and stuck together by the powerful water. Dried Pterocarya stenoptera leaves are soaked in water and then stay on the bottom. Phragmites 
australis along the shore are expanding enthusiastically. Opsariichthys bidens are constantly challenging the rapids, looking for preys. Male 
Rhinogobius brunneus are shuttling through the pebbles dexterously, and sometimes ostentatious displaying the dorsal fins to show off, in 
order to win the favor of the female with eggs. Although the stream is chilly after the heavy rain, I was just too fascinated to leave, as almost 
a part of this community, completely integrated into nature. At that time, I hear my heart, isn't this the best auqascaping inspiration? So, here 
comes this work. In order to maintain the real natural scene of the aquascape, all the materials were hand-collected from the very stream, 
including the branches of Pterocarya stenoptera.
Aquarium Dimensions: 47” × 24” × 16”
Aquarium Volume: 76 gallons
Aquascape Materials: stream sand, stream stone, Pterocarya stenoptera wood and leaves
Equipment: 50-watt LED light, filter bucket
Plants: Phragmites australis
Fish: Amur Goby (Rhinogobius brunneus), Opsariichthys bidens, Stone Moroko (Pseudorasbora parva)
Snails: Cipangopaludina cathayensis
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A Deep Forest
Aquascaper: Yelizhi
Location: Zhejiang, China
Category: Paludarium
Award: 1st Place

Aquascape Details
Aquarium Dimensions: 79” × 31” × 63”
Aquarium Volume: 68 gallons
Equipment: (16) 30-watt LED light, 
(2) 2,000 L/h filter

 My Dutch Ditch
Aquascaper: Bart Laurens
Location: Holland, The Netherlands
Category: Dutch Aquascape
Award: 1st Place

Aquascape Details
Aquarium Dimensions: 122” × 26” × 20”
Aquarium Volume: 265 gallons
Equipment: (2) ~63” light fixture with (2) Philips TL-D (T8) 58-watt 830, (1) Philips TL-D (T8) 58-watt 840, (1) Philips TL-D 
(T8) 58-watt 865; (2) Eheim Professional 3 2080 canister filter (450 gal/h)
Maintenance: CO2, KNO3 (potassium nitrate), PO4 (phosphate), Easy-Life fertilizers
Plants: Thaise Lotus, Hygrophila guyanensis, Tonina fluviatilis, Alternanthera reineckii 'Rosaefolia,' Aponogeton 
robinsonii, Hygrophila balsamica, Ludwigia glandulosa, Rotala macrandra 'Mini,' Bacopa monnieri, Nymphaea lotus 
'Groen,' Eriocaulon sieboldianum, Bacopa caroliniana, Tonina sp. 'Belem,' Ammannia gracilis, Lobelia cardinalis 'Mini,' 
Blyxa japonica, Limnophila aromatica 'Green,' Cryptocoryne bullosa, Ludwigia inclinata var. verticillata 'Cuba,' Staurogyne 
repens, Hydrocotyle tripartita, Barclaya longifolia, Alternanthera reineckii 'Mini,' Hygrophila corymbosa, Rotala rotundifolia 
'Super Red,' Lobelia cardinalis 'Wave,' Hygrophila difformis, Potamogeton schweinfurthii, Eriocaulon sp. 'Vietnam,' 
Myriophyllum sp., Alternanthera sp.
Fish: Banded Panchax (Epiplatys annulatus), Red Neon Blue-eye (Pseudomugil luminatus), Twostripe Lyretail 
(Aphyosemion bivittatum), Honey Gourami (Colisa chuna), Ember Tetra (Hyphessobrycon amandae), Hyphessobrycon 
elachys, Blue Neon Dwarf Goby (Stiphodon atropurpureus), Golden Otocinclus (Otocinclus affinis), 
Pseudogobius javanicus AH



Top: Halfmoon with a torn tail
Bottom: Super Delta tail with 
torn fins and tail

Crowntail male
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 BETTAS: 
 APPROPRIATE 
 SETUPS  FOR 
VARIOUS FIN 
TYPES & SIZES
By N. Clark

A betta is one of the most recognizable fish in the aquarium 
hobby but not necessarily one of the best understood. For 
many years, bettas were most often available in either red or 

blue with a veil tail. They were advertised as being content to spend 
their lives in those infamous betta vases that consisted of a glass 
vase, gravel, and a terrestrial plant grown hydroponically. A lot has 
changed since then.

Although most bettas sold today are still the common betta (Betta 
splendens), there is a wide array of color patterns, tail shapes, and 
fin and body sizes readily available and at affordable prices. This 
now includes female bettas with equally diverse characteristics. 
For each of these unique fin types, there are special considerations 
to keep in mind when planning their aquarium setup. An improper 
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Top: Halfmoon male
Bottom: Dumbo Delta tail male

Juvenile Super Delta tail male Top: Koi Plakat male
Bottom: Dumbo Halfmoon female
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setup can lead to torn fins, behaviors such as nipping their own fins, 
or overall stress and failure to thrive, which can open the door to 
infection and disease. There are a few general tips I have developed 
based on my own experience that can help determine the optimal 
setup for your betta.

Water Flow
One of the most significant and often most challenging factors I 
have found in each of my betta setups is proper water flow. Water 
flow is important in any tank for a number of reasons. Providing the 
right amount of flow ensures that the water is being properly circu-
lated, prevents dead spots (areas in the aquarium where there is 
little or no circulation), maintains an even temperature throughout 
the water column, and distributes nutrients evenly. In larger tanks, 
dead spots can be an issue. This is where detritus and waste can 
build up or pockets of cooler or warmer water can gather. However, 
in nano tanks, which most betta tanks would be considered, dead 
spots are less of a concern. In fact, the more common issue is water 
flow that is too strong. As a result, it is crucial to consider the type 
of filter appropriate for the fin and body type of the betta being kept.

Some of the long-finned varieties of bettas include Crowntails, 
Halfmoons, Delta tails, and Rosetails. Even Dumbos with large 
pectoral fins can fall into this category. These long-finned varieties 
typically struggle to swim in most filter currents due to their heavy 
and elongated fins. Bettas with long fins may struggle so hard in a 
current that it results in tears or other damage to their delicate fins. 
A current that is too strong can also lead to a betta nipping its own 
fins to relieve the weight or simply due to the stress.

For these long-fin types, I personally tend to select sponge filters 
or external canister filters because they allow for fine adjustments. 
Sponge filters can be adjusted with an air-control valve that allows 
more or less air from the pump to flow through the sponge filter. 

External canister filters also typically have 
adjustable control valves. In addition to 
adjustable valves, there are different attach-
ments available for the outflow that can 
change the strength and distribution of the 
outflow current. I have come to find the Lily 
Pipe Spin to be a very useful attachment for 
my long-fin bettas because it creates a circling 
flow of water inside its loop section, slowing the 
speed of water flow while still allowing 
for great filtration through a 
powerful external canister filter. 
This doesn’t mean that certain 
hang-on-back filters are not 
a good fit, but I have found 
sponge and canister filters to be 
very effective. Bettas that are raised 
in small containers may not have the 
strength necessary to swim against a current with their long 
fins. With time, they may eventually gain that strength, and 
these filter types allow you to adjust the flow to each betta’s 
individual needs as necessary.

For some of the short-finned-betta types, also known as 
Plakats, current tolerance and activity level is typically greater, 
so the type of filter appropriate for their setup broadens. I 
have used hang-on-back filters that produced stronger currents 
with my shorter-finned male bettas. Although there are now more 

N. Clark

N. Clark lives in the Pacific Northwest of the US and has been keeping 
fish for over 15 years. She started aquascaping approximately 4 years 
ago. To see more of her bettas, follow "lissa_aquariums" on Instagram.



11-gallon bowl housing a Dumbo Plakat

Dumbo Plakat male
7-gallon cube tank with heater and 
sponge filter housing Double tail male Plakat in a 9-gallon bowl

11-gallon tank with external filter and Lily Pipe 
Spin outflow housing a Dumbo Delta tail male
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varieties of female bettas that have a larger fin size, a great number 
of them can still be categorized with the short-finned-male variety 
of Plakats in terms of what to consider for their setups. Again, each 
betta can be different, but generally speaking, short-finned bettas 
are able to navigate more easily and adapt to a wider range of filter 
currents and tank setups.

When planning an appropriate setup for a betta, the fin type and size 
must be considered for aspects beyond filter selection.

Tank Shape and Size
One of the more highly contested topics about bettas is the minimum 
tank size required. This is something that demands consideration 
of not only the individual betta but also the hobbyist’s experience 
level. The minimum tank size I would recommend for most bettas is 
5 gallons, especially for anyone new to caring for these fish. In tanks 
smaller than 5 gallons, it can be difficult to keep the water chemistry 
balanced. Due to available space, smaller tanks also limit the type 
of filter that can be used, and this may have a negative impact for 
some betta fin types. Of course, there will always be exceptions to 
this, as I have personally had some long-finned bettas that were 
happiest in tanks with a volume of less than 5 gallons after many 
other failed attempts in larger, seemingly more suitable tanks. Plakats 
tend to demand and make use of much more space than long-finned 
varieties, as they are typically more active.

In addition to the water volume, you need to consider the tank’s 
dimensions. Since bettas are labyrinth fish, meaning they can 

breathe air from the surface, it is important to ensure they have easy 
access to the surface. This means tall aquariums are not well suited 
for bettas. Also, the opening at the top of the tank should be large 
enough that they do not have to search for it. Tanks that are longer 
or wider than they are tall are ideal for most bettas, as they have 
more surface area and allow more room for turns and maneuvering. 
It also allows the betta to reach the surface with ease, reducing the 
need to overexert itself when swimming to the surface for a breath. 
I have also had great success with bowl-shaped setups of at least 
5 gallons. This shape allows bettas to swim uninterrupted and also 
minimizes reflections that may appear in aquariums with corners, 
which can cause stress to more sensitive fish.

Environment
The contents of the aquarium are equally important to the suitability 
of the habitat for each betta variety. In each aspect of the tank, the 
betta’s fins and safety should be the main consideration. This means 
no decorations or equipment with sharp edges (that might result in 
ripped fins) or areas in the aquarium where the betta might become 
trapped. Bettas are notoriously curious and can find themselves in 
small nooks that they can’t maneuver out of. If they become trapped 
and cannot reach the surface for air, the result can be devastating.

In the wild, bettas are found in densely planted, shallow bodies of 
water. Live plants provide spots for the betta to hide and rest, but 
they also help to filter nutrients from the water. Floating plants such 
as Frogbit or Salvinia spp. are good choices for betta tanks since they 
help reduce nitrates while providing shade and a sense of safety for 



20-gallon tank with Delta tail female Crowntail male

UNS 45U tank with hang-on-back filter housing a Dumbo Plakat Crowntail male in a well-planned display
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11-gallon tank with cave housing Dumbo Delta tail and Corydoras habrosus

Close-up view of the cave
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the fish. These plants don’t require a specific substrate, which can be 
a deterrent for many people starting off with live plants. Silk plants 
are also an alternative to live plants. Don’t use plastic plants, which 
can have sharp edges that might damage a betta’s fins or body.

Another aspect I attempt to include in most of my betta setups is 
a cave or hideaway of some sort. This mimics the betta’s natural 
habitat, which would provide them with many hiding places from 
predators. It also allows them another place to rest that is protected 
from the water current. The caves should be free of sharp edges and 
large enough to prevent the betta from becoming trapped.

Bettas originate in tropical locations, which means they require 
warm water. Suggested temperatures for bettas range from 74–80° F. 
For most people, this is warmer than room temperature, and as 
weather changes, temperature swings are very common, so a heater 
is advisable. This ensures a stable, constant temperature, which is 
ultimately the goal.

Poor water conditions, such as high levels of nitrite, nitrate, or 
ammonia, and water temperatures well under 74° F, can stress bettas 
and cause fin rot. Symptoms of fin rot include white, red, or black fin 
edges around the deterioration of the fin. Simple tears and rips will 
tend not to have discolored edges. Be sure you know what you’re 
looking at as you don’t want to medicate an otherwise healthy fish.

There are many considerations when setting up an aquarium for a 
betta. With the wide range of tanks available, the needs of each betta 
can be met with some due diligence and preplanning. Considering 
the fin type and individual characteristics of each fish will help to 
determine which setup and environment will lead to the optimal 
home for a happy and healthy betta. AH
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The Bucket List: 
 Essential Aquarium Maintenance Supplies 
By Mari Puts

O pen the average aquarium cabinet door and you’ll often be 
met with a rather impressive pile of equipment and supplies. 
It’s true: aquarists have a tendency to hoard. Every random 

piece can come in handy someday, right?

While this may be true, your essential aquarium maintenance kit 
doesn’t have to consist of so many different supplies. In fact, it is my 
opinion that you really only need eight items. I call it The Bucket List, 

and it contains the most essential aquarium maintenance supplies. 
I’ll explain what and why in this article.

Bucket
This is not called The Bucket List for nothing. It all starts with a 
bucket, and a multifunctional one at that.

A standard 5-gallon bucket can serve many different functions while 
you perform routine aquarium maintenance. You will use it when 
doing water changes, to hold the other supplies on this list when 
not in use, to clean filter media in, and much more.

Just make sure you purchase a new bucket solely for this purpose, 
since any traces of cleaning agents or other substances that don’t 

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.
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belong in your tank can cause problems. Additionally, if you happen 
to be dealing with infectious diseases in your aquarium, be sure to 
clean the bucket and any other supplies using a mild bleach solution 
after every use and rinse very generously.

Specimen Container
I know what you might be thinking here: wait a minute, we’ve already 
got a bucket. Why would we need another container?

Something a little smaller than a bucket can come in very handy. 
Aquarium stores sell special specimen containers made specifically 
for aquarium use. Normal Tupperware also works, but specimen 
containers have a handle that can be used to hang the container 
on the side of the tank or bucket, which makes them extra versatile. 
They hold fish when need be, like when you have to do deep tank 
cleaning or are acclimating them to their new home. Additionally, 
a container comes in handy for water-scooping purposes as well.

If there’s no fish in my specimen container, it holds all sorts of other 
things: plant cuttings, filter sponge, thawing frozen food, and pest 
snails that are about to meet their fate in my pufferfish aquarium.

Water Test Kit
Another absolutely essential item to keep near your aquarium at 
all times is your water test kit. There is no way to figure out if your 
aquarium is safe for fish unless you test the water for the presence of 
toxic compounds like ammonia and nitrite. Additionally, the test will 
tell you if your water matches the needs of the fish you’re intending 



Fish net
■ Matthew Howard
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to keep. For example, a fish that naturally hails from soft, acidic 
waters (low pH and hardness) won’t appreciate hard water and 
high pH in the aquarium.

Ideally, you should purchase test kits that use liquid reagents, not 
strips. Although strips can give some indication of what’s going on 
with your water, a kit that uses liquid reagents to test will always 
be more accurate. Don’t worry about water test kits that use liquid 
reagents being more difficult to use. Most test kits come with a 
handy manual that explains things step by step.

Test your aquarium water regularly, especially in the beginning 
stages. This helps you figure out when to perform maintenance 
like water changes.

Siphon/Gravel Vacuum

You can do water changes using the aforementioned bucket and 
specimen container if you own a small aquarium, but it’s definitely 
not the most convenient method for anything larger. Additionally, 
you’ll want something that can be used to vacuum the bottom of 

your tank because waste can quickly accumulate in 
and on the substrate.

This is where one of the most 
important pieces of 

equipment comes in: 
a siphon. Your local 
aquarium store will 

most likely sell siphons 

made especially for fishkeeping use. With these, it’s easy to drain 
your aquarium and vacuum the substrate. Some siphons can be 
connected to your faucet to remove the dirty water from and return 
clean water to your tank, meaning less buckets to lug around.

When choosing a siphon, make sure to always get one with a guard 
on the gravel vacuum tube, as these will prevent gravel and fish from 
getting sucked out of your tank. Even if you stay by your aquarium 
the entire time while doing a water change, accidents can happen in 
the blink of an eye. A fish that gets sucked up by the siphon usually 
won’t survive, so take preventative measures beforehand.

Net
Although having a net 
in your bucket isn’t as 
crucial as a test kit or 
gravel vacuum, you’ll find 
that it sure is handy. Fish 
need to be moved from 
time to time for one reason or 
another, which is almost impossi-
ble to do using only your specimen container.

Additionally, you’ll find that the net comes in handy for all sorts of 
other things. I use mine to catch stray plant bits and waste that are 
floating in the water column. It even helps when I’m pouring out a 
bucket that I suspect has small shrimp or snails in it, as I can just 
pour the water through the net and prevent some little critters from 
going down the drain.



Scissors 
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Fish Tank Cleaning Tool
Unfortunately, you’ll only very rarely be able 
to maintain an entirely algae-free aquarium. 
Excess nutrients and light can quickly cause 
dirty aquarium panes, which is unsightly and 
makes it hard to see what’s going on in your 
tank.

There are many handy algae scrubbers on the 
market that actually double as other aquarium 
tools. Many come not just with a scrubbing pad 
but also include add-ons like a scraper, a little 
rake for your substrate, plant pruning scissors, 
and sometimes even a net (which would elim-
inate the need to buy one separately).

Water Conditioner
To make our water safe for drinking, municipalities add either chlorine 
or chloramine. The levels of these chemicals in our water supply 
are not dangerous for humans, but unfortunately, they are for the 
inhabitants of our aquariums.

To prevent putting toxic water into your aquarium, you’ll have to treat 
it with a water conditioner beforehand. This is extremely important, 
so don’t skip this step. Keep your bottle of water conditioner nearby 
at all times!

Make sure to buy a water conditioner that neutralizes both chlorine 
and ammonia. You’ll need this because in many places, tap water now 

contains chloramine, which is a mixture of chlorine and ammonia, 
rather than pure chlorine. Additionally, the ammonia neutralization 
will come in handy if you ever run into a situation where the beneficial 
bacteria in your aquarium are compromised and you experience a 
toxic ammonia spike in your aquarium.

Scissors
Personally, I’m always surprised at 
how often I use the pair of scissors 
I’ve got in my bucket. It might be a 
small tool, but it has more functions 
than you’d think.

Need to cut up some filter sponge? 
Scissors. Need to prune some plants but 
don’t have the pruning shears nearby? 
Scissors. Cut some fishing line to 
attach a plant to driftwood? Cut filter 
tubing? Divide rhizomatous plants or 
runners? You guessed it: scissors.

Conclusion
There you have it: my eight most-
used aquarium maintenance supplies that 
I think you should have in your aquarium 
cabinet. We haven’t discussed all the must-haves, mind you. There 
are other important items to have on hand that are not related to 
maintenance. When it comes to just keeping the aquarium clean and 
healthy, though, this covers pretty much everything you’ll need. AH
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The Long Game 
By George Farmer

I bet you’ve heard the phrase, “it’s a marathon, not a sprint.” We 
can apply this philosophy to almost anything in life, and aquas-
caping is no exception. That said, it is indeed possible to create 

a fully mature aquascape in a matter of hours if you have access to 
the necessary hardscape materials and plants. I’ve competed in and 
judged live aquascaping contests all over the world, where the aim 

is to create the best aquascape in just 48 hours. The aquascapers 
rely on pre-established plants that are often already attached to their 
carefully selected wood and/or rocks. However, most hobbyists are 
aquascaping for the fun of the journey, as opposed to the destination. 
It’s satisfying to see the hard work of growing the plants, battling 
algae issues, and patient aquascaping come to fruition.

I’ve been aquascaping seriously for around 15 years now, and the 
journey has been enlightening. Back when I started, it was all about 
trying to grow the plants as fast as I could while also getting them 
to display their best colors (most red stem plants require intense 
lighting and CO2 to bring out their vibrant colors). There was nothing 
more satisfying than seeing an aquarium full of oxygen bubbles, a 
product of the plants’ photosynthesis. I ran the highest levels of 

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.



This view gives a good sense of the depth of the aquarium.

Pearl Gouramis
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lighting, CO2, and nutrients that I could get away with. It was fun 
but only while I had the time to perform the frequent maintenance 
necessary to avoid the inevitable algae that would otherwise punish 
me. Now, I make a living from aquascaping, and I spend a lot of 
time traveling for work. I also remain a passionate hobbyist and am 
running at least two aquascapes at home at any given time. For this 
reason, my aquascapes need to be low maintenance and sustainable.

With this in mind, I’d like to share a current scape that’s 12 months 
old at the time of this writing. For me, it’s a great example of what 
can be achieved despite a busy schedule and only a few hours every 
month to perform the more time-consuming maintenance, such as 
water changes and filter cleaning. The tank is an Aquascaper 1200 
by Evolution Aqua, and it holds 85 gallons of water. The relatively 
large volume is a huge advantage when considering a long-term 
aquascape. It provides more environmental stability when compared 
to smaller tanks. It also means that there is more space in the aquar-
ium, so it takes longer for plants to fill it in and therefore requires less 
trimming. Because of the careful plant choice and layout design, I 
can feasibly keep this aquascape running for many years with plant 
trimming necessary only every couple of months or so.

For this tank, plant choice needed to be considered carefully. Since 
most stem plants are fast growers and need trimming more often, 
I decided not to use them. Alternatively, one type of plants I chose 



Pearl Gouramis

Pearl Gouramis Harlequin Rasbora

Harlequin Rasboras

The Harlequin Rasbora is a small schooling 
fish that is excellent for planted aquariums.
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to use in this scape was epiphytes. Epiphytes are plants that grow 
on other plants or on objects, such as trees and rocks. For the most 
part, epiphytes are slow growing and shade loving.

The other group of plants I chose is from the genus Cryptocoryne. 
There are many to choose from, ranging in size from the smallest 
Cryptocoryne parva to C. crispatula, which is capable of reaching over 
6 feet long! So with the combination of lower levels of lighting, which 
reduce the risk of algae, and slow growing plants that require less 
maintenance, I knew I could sustain a long-term aquascape using 
a combination of Cryptocoryne species and epiphytes.

Livestock selection is another essential component in helping to 
achieve long-term success. I find that over-filtering and understock-
ing is a very good strategy to help avoid any excess buildup of organic 
waste, a known algae trigger. Water quality will hopefully remain 
high and, combined with healthy plant growth, the system should 
be trouble free. In my case, a shoal of around 25 Harlequin Rasboras 
and a small group of Pearl Gouramis add a great sense of color and 
movement without creating much waste. An additional small group 
of Dwarf Chain Loaches ensure that any pest snails are dealt with.

The Key Components of a Long-Term Aquascape
1. Lighting: Ensure there’s enough light to grow your plants but not 

much more than that. The lower the level of lighting you can get 
away with, the better in terms of reducing algae risk and promoting 
slower and more sustainable plant growth. Eight hours daily 
is plenty.
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2. Plants: Choose slow growers that are shade tolerant. Epiphytes 
such as Anubias, Bucephalandra, Microsorum, Bolbitis, and 
mosses, such as Vesicularia and Taxiphyllum, are perfect for the 
long-term aquascape.

3. CO2 Injection: CO2 injection is optional, especially with most 
epiphytes. However, I like to use it to promote more robust growth. 
Growth is quicker, but I personally inject at a lower rate to achieve 
a balance between healthy plant growth rates and maintenance 
time constraints.

4. Nutrients: It’s important to dose a good quality liquid fertilizer to 
ensure plant health is maintained. This in turn helps to prevent 
algae. I dose a small amount every day because I get better results 
this way versus one larger weekly dose.

5. Filtration and Circulation: The more the better. The cleaner you can 
keep your tank, the better it looks and the less algae you will have.

6. Maintenance: Some maintenance is essential. Currently, I perform 
one large water change of at least 50 percent of the aquarium’s 
volume once every 3 weeks or so. It’s important to do the water 
change after all other maintenance so you can remove and dilute 
any liberated organics in the system.

7. Livestock: Less is more!

Display
Aquarium: Aquascaper 1200 by Evolution Aqua (~47” × 24” × 18”)
Cabinet: Aquascaper 1200 gloss white cabinet

Aquascape
Stone: Frodo Stone from Adam Paszczela
Wood: Manzanita from Tom Barr
Substrate: Tropica Aquarium Soil, quartz gravel

Equipment
Lighting: (2) Kessil A360WE Series Tuna Sun with Spectral 
Controller X (25 percent power with 50 percent color settings), 
Evolution Aqua Lighting Hanging Kit

Filter: JBL CristalProfi e1501 external canister
Heating: Hydor ETH 300 (inline)
CO2: GLA regulator with solenoid, large refillable CO2 cylinder, 
inline diffuser

Maintenance
Fertilizer: 10 ml Evolution Aqua The Aquascaper Complete 
Liquid Plant Food (dosed daily)

Plants
 ‒ Cryptocoryne usteriana
 ‒ Cryptocoryne crispatula
 ‒ Cryptocoryne wendtii 'Mi Oya'
 ‒ Cryptocoryne wendtii 'Brown'
 ‒ Cryptocoryne lucens
 ‒ Cryptocoryne willisii
 ‒ Microsorum pteropus 'Trident'
 ‒ Anubias barteri var. nana 'Petite'
 ‒ Bucephalandra sp.
 ‒ Nymphaea stellata
 ‒ Taxiphyllum sp.

Livestock
 ‒ Harlequin Rasbora (Trigonostigma heteromorpha)
 ‒ Pearl Gourami (Trichopodus leerii)
 ‒ Dwarf Chain Loach (Ambastaia sidthimunki)
 ‒ Cherry Shrimp (Neocaridina davidi)

Most of us live busy lives, and an aquascape at home can be the 
perfect antidote to the stresses and strains of modern living. They 
can be beautiful to look at but also therapeutic to maintain and 
watch evolve. By creating and looking after an aquascape over 
many months or even years, we can really learn to appreciate the 
sometimes slower pace of nature, despite what’s going on in our 
day-to-day existence. AH





Ap
is

to
gr

am
m

a 
ua

up
es

i m
al

e 
■ K

ja
rt

an
 F

la
tr

åk
er

44  • Aquarium Hobbyist Magazine  First Quarter 2019 

 Benefits of Blackwater Botanicals 
By Scott Fellman

N o one can really claim to have invented the concept or 
process of adding leaves, seedpods, and wood into water. 
It’s something that has happened in nature for eons. In 

tropical areas of the world—most famously, the Amazon River 
system—leaves, bark, fruit pods, and seedpods are just some of 
what falls off trees, accumulating on the forest floor that is then 
seasonally inundated with water as rains overflow the nearby rivers.

In the aquarium hobby, we colloquially call these materials aquatic 
botanicals, or simply botanicals, an apt descriptor given their plant 

origin. When these items are saturated with water, they begin to 
soften and break down. As the plant tissue decomposes, it imparts 
a brownish tint to the water and lowers the pH by releasing organic 
compounds known as tannins and humus (decaying organic 
matter). Some of these compounds are known to have antifungal 
or antimicrobial properties, a huge plus when you're rearing lots of 
fish or incubating eggs.

When you start adding things like leaves, branches, or seedpods 
into a closed aquarium system, there will be some impact on the 
pH, color and clarity of the water, and overall aesthetic. It’s not for 
everyone. Botanicals are also excellent for enriching vivarium and 
terrarium habitats and provide numerous functional and aesthetic 
benefits for reptiles and amphibians.

So what are these benefits? Well, with a few years of experience under 
our collective belts as a community of blackwater, botanical-style 
aquarium enthusiasts, we are definitely starting to see some 
opinions, techniques, and, yes, tangible benefits that might be more 
than coincidence.

Scott Fellman

Scott is a self-proclaimed fish geek and entrepreneur who has been 
keeping freshwater and marine aquariums since he was a kid. His 
passion is creating natural-looking and functional biotope aquariums 
that represent unusual ecological niches.



Sphagnum Moss

These botanicals were placed during hardscaping. ■ Johnny Ciotti

Pygmy Cory Cat (Corydoras pygmaeus) 
exploring botanicals ■ Kjartan Flatråker

Merah Rasbora (Boraras merah) swimming 
among botanicals ■ Kjartan Flatråker

Tannin-stained water can range in color from light yellow to dark brown.
This blackwater botanical aquarium has a dark tint to the water.

This blackwater botanical aquarium has
a light tint to the water. ■ Cory Hopkins

Catappa leaves
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Example? Hobbyists report increased vigor, improved color, and most 
interesting of all, more frequent spawning of some fish species. At 
first, I attributed these results to other reasons: sheer coincidence of 
timing, ongoing expert care from the hobbyist, extra attention paid 
to the fish due to a recent tank makeover, or other random factors.

Yet the reports kept coming in. And quite frankly, they mimicked 
the results we had been seeing in our own aquariums for years. We 
noticed a pattern in the reports. With some dwarf cichlids, certain 
catfish, gouramis, wild bettas, rasboras, and characins (tetras, 
Silver Dollars, hatchet fish, and others), we'd see notably more 
intense colors soon after the fish acclimated to the new blackwater 
conditions. And we’d see spawning behaviors that weren’t previously 
displayed. We saw the effects so frequently that I no longer think 
they’re sheer coincidence. Rather, I think it is the tangible result of 
providing fish that evolved in softer, acidic, blackwater habitats with 
the conditions that are more conducive to their health and natural 
behaviors.

It ’s not exactly earth-shattering that botanical materials have 
a positive impact on some fish. As we all know, many cichlid 
hobbyists, killifish breeders, and characin enthusiasts have used 
materials like peat moss and Catappa leaves for many years now 
to induce breeding. What I think is different nowadays is that we 
are incorporating the botanical materials as a permanent part of the 
physical and chemical environment for these fish. We're building the 
aquarium system around the needs of the fish, and the botanicals 
are indeed a key part of the equation.



A Cherry Shrimp (Neocaridina davidi) is feeding on an alder cone. ■ Kjartan Flatråker

These botanicals are being prepared in a pot of boiling water.

Apistogramma uaupesi female ■ Kjartan Flatråker
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The assorted benefits of tannins and humus for our fish are 
playing out more regularly as we continue to use materials 
containing these substances in our aquariums. This has been 
confirmed by scientific research over the past decade or so.

Sure, you could keep things ridiculously simple and use a "tea" 
made from plant materials (although I think dirt and other 
undesirable pollutants would be included) or a commercially 
available blackwater extract, and you might derive many of 
the same potential benefits for your fish. However, I think that 
the one thing you get by using the actual botanicals in your 
aquarium, versus an additive, is the behavioral benefit of having 
an aquascape that provides function as well as aesthetics. The 
observation is pretty straightforward, and the implications are 
important: fish that have adapted to living in natural habitats 
well supplied with botanical materials, both as the substrate 
and in the water column, will simply respond in a more natural 
way to the presence of these materials in an aquarium. In this 
way, the botanical items provide shelter, territory, and surfaces 
for the feeding and spawning of a variety of fishes.

No discussion of botanical benefits would be complete 
without the usual caveats to be responsible. When preparing 
the botanicals, thoroughly boil, steep, and soak the items and 
gradually introduce them to the aquarium while concurrently 
observing and testing your water. Some fish, like Apistogramma 
spp., can be notoriously finicky and even delicate if they're 
subjected to rapid environmental changes. Always rinse 
botanicals before use, even after boiling or soaking. A 
post-boil soak in fresh water with a bag of activated carbon 
is recommended. You can never be too careful with natural 
materials, and the extra step in preparation is worthwhile.

At this point, it’s important to step back for a second and 
acknowledge that blackwater is not a miracle tonic that will 
make every fish thrive, but it can provide some very interesting 
benefits to a wide variety of fishes when applied with 
common sense and patience. Like anything we do to alter the 
environment within our aquariums, adding botanical materials 
to your tank needs to be done with care and prior research to 
ensure blackwater is appropriate for the species of fish you 
keep or plan to keep.

When switching over your existing (inhabited) aquarium to 
a blackwater, botanical-style aquarium, perhaps one with a 
lower pH and alkalinity, consider that you are making significant 
environmental changes that can impact the health of your fish.

That warning aside, the opportunity and potential to create a 
tangible and beneficial change to the way we keep and breed 
fish from specialized environmental niches is too great to pass 
up! The extra dedication and care required to initiate these 
changes and maintain them on an ongoing basis is well worth it.

Let's continue to work together observing, experimenting, 
and most importantly, sharing the interesting and perhaps 
revolutionary changes that our knowledge of blackwater, 
botanical-style systems can bring to the hobby and industry. 
AH
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