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Welcome to the first issue of the 
11th volume of The Fishkeeper. 
This year marks 11 years that 

The Fishkeeper has been running.
Alot might have changed over the 
years but our mission of bringing the 
best possible fishkeeping magazine 
to the fishkeeping hobbyists of South 
Africa will not change.

Alot has been happening at The 
Fishkeeper fishroom over the holiday 
period. We acquired a couple of pairs 
of some stunning fish in the last quater 
of last year, namely Paratilapia polleni 
as well as Apistogramma’s hongsloi, 
macmasteri and erythrura. All spawned 
in the last few months with us currently 
sitting with fry from the polleni and 
apistogramma’s macmasteri and 
hongsloi. Unfortunately our erythrura 
eggs did not appear to hatch. I do have 
a suspicion why, so hopefully the next 
batch we will have more success with!

Once again we bring you a packed 
edition to start the year.  Our feature 

article is of none other than a very iconic species in the aquarium trade, 
The Clown Loach. Recently i have seen a lot of chatter with regards to 
this species over various social media platforms and thought we just had 
to include it in this edition. Thats right, we do pay attention to what is the 
current hype in the fishkeeping world!
On the marine side, my pick of articles for this edition is one on Reef 
Friendly Triggerfish. These fish which are full of character and beautiful 
in appearance often get overlooked for reef aquaria due to the the stigma 
that they will devour all yours stunning corals. Although this might be true 
for some species, this article covers a few species which are entirely reef 
safe and would make incredible additions.

We hope you enjoy this issue! Happy reading, and happy fishkeeping!

The Editor

Editorial

Above: Apistogramma Hongsloi
Below: Paratilapia polleni
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About the Editor!
Matt Needham was born in Durban in 1985. 
His passion for fish began at a very young 
age with picking up his first aquarium at the 
age of 10 as a Christmas present. Around 
the time he was 16 he had 20 tanks and 
had started working at his local petshop on 
weekends, where he was approached to run 
their fish section. 
Once he had finished school he attended 
the University of Kwa-Zulu Natal where 
he acquired a degree in Environmental 
sciences life stream. During this period he 
had purchased approximately 100 tanks and 
had begun to breed freshwater Angelfish on 
a commercial scale, with around 20 pairs 
spawning. After University he moved to the 
UK for a couple of seasons to pursue his 
cricket career and unfortunately shut down 
his breeding operation where he bred well 
over 50 different species of fish with great 
success, with the majority of these being 
Cichlids. During this period he studied a 
Diploma in Ichthyology through the Institute 
of Animal Health Care in the UK. 
On his arrival back into the country in 2010, he 
inquired about a potential position at uShaka 

SeaWorld under SAAMBR. He started working there 
as an intern in January 2011 of which he then received 
a full time position as an Aquarist in the aquarium 
from April that year, where he worked with various 
species of marine fish, elasmobranchs and corals. 
During his time at SAAMBR he has been involved 
with numerous projects ranging from reproduction of 
fish at the aquarium and helping ORI with coral work 
in Sodwana Bay. In 2017 he won an award at the Pan 
African Association for Zoos and Aquaria conferance 
for his presentation on the captive spawning of the 
coral Acropora appressa and linking it to the wild. 
In 2013 Matt was invited along as a representative 
on an Amazon fisheries project called Project Piaba. 
The goal of the project was to help the local fisherman 
improve their methods of capturing wild caught 
specimens for the aquarium hobby. In doing this it kept 
them in a self sustainable industry instead of moving 
over to destructive practices such as forestry and 
mining. 
Matt has well over 20 years of experience in the 
commercial trade and breeding of ornamental fish 
and has regularly contributed to The Fishkeeper over 
the years. He was approached mid way through 2019 
with regards to taking over the production of The 
Fishkeeper.

Above and Below: The Editor with two different species of Loracariidae 
found along tributaries of the Rio Negro river, Brazil.
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Freshwater

The Clown 
Loach By: Clarice Brough CFS, 

Jeremy Roche

Photo by Peter Maguire

starts at front of the dorsal fin and goes back to 
the base of the tail. It also has a bright to deep red 
coloring on the front fins and tail. All together this 
vibrant, complimentary color combination makes it 
an extremely striking fish. They are most colorful 
when they are young however, and do become a 
bit less brilliant as a larger fish.
This fish will need a good sized tank as an adult 
because in the aquarium a Clown Loach can grow 
up to about 6 1/2 to 8 inches (16-20 cm) long. 

The Clown Loach Chromobotia macracanthus 
is one of the most beautifully colored and 
patterned of all the freshwater fish. It is 

loved for its bright colors and is one of the more 
outgoing loach personalities.This very popular fish 
is also known as the Tiger Loach.
This handsome “tiger loach” has a bright orangish 
to reddish body and three broad jet black vertical 
bars. One bar passes through the eye, the next is 
located just in front of the dorsal fin, and the third 

“The Clown Loach is a big fish that is lively and 
fun to watch. They can be kept in a community 

aquarium but smaller fish can easily be 
intimidated by its size and behavior.”
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The word “macracanthus” stands 
for “big spine”, and as this name 
suggests they have a pre orbital 
spine that is quite large. Being pre 
orbital means the spine is located 
in the area under and in front of 
the eyes. It makes an effective 
defensive weapon. They also have 
four barbels in the mouth area, and 
have been known to make audible 
clicking sounds.
The Clown Loach likes an aquarium 
with lots of plants and other areas 
for retreat. For the most part they 
are a shy bottom dweller, but unlike 
many loaches this Tiger Loach is 
active during the day. Once they 
are secure in their environment 
they can even become quite tame. 
They like the company of their own 
species and can also be kept with 
other fish. Clown Loaches are fairly 
easy to keep, but they are prone to 
ich.

Habitat Distribution/ Background
The Clown Loach or Tiger Loach 
Chromobotia macracanthus 
(previously Botia macrocanthus) 
was described by Bleeker in 1852. 
It is found in Southeast Asia; from 
Borneo, Sumatra, and Indonesia. 
In 2004 Maurice Kottelat separated 
this species from the Botias into 
its own genus. There is only one 
species in this genus due to its 
unique morphological features. 
This species is listed not on the 
IUCN Red List
This fish normally inhabits rivers for 
most of the year and then migrates 
up smaller waterways to mate. 
They are found in either running 
or standing waters in their natural 
habitat where they live in large 
shoals. During the monsoons they 
tend to migrate to the flooded plains. 
Depending on the region that the 
loach lives, there are various types 
of water with some being very 
clear and others very murky. The 
Clown’s coloring will actually vary 
depending on the regional water. 
They feeds on worms, crustaceans 
and plant matter.
Though it’s generally stated in most 
publications that they reach up to 

“The most important thing for these loaches is that they always 
have clean and well-oxygenated water. Frequent water changes 

of about 30% a week are needed.”

about 12 inches (30 cm) in length, 
it is said that they can grow to 
about 16 inches (40 cm) in nature, 
and to live up to 20 years. In many 
regions the Clown Loach is used 
as a food source as well as put into 
the aquarium trade.
•Scientific Name: Chromobotia 
macracanthus
•Social Grouping: Groups - This 
loach lives in large shoals in the 
wild.
•IUCN Red List: NE - Not Evaluated 
or not listed

Description
The Clown Loach is a beautiful 
large fish. The Clown’s body is 
long and laterally compressed 
with an arched dorsal surface and 
a flat ventral surface. Its mouth is 
angled down with thick lips and four 
pairs of barbels. Clowns also have 
preorbital spines that are located 
in the area under and in front of 

the eyes. It is reported in nature 
these loaches can grow close to 16 
inches (40.64 cm) in length, but in 
aquariums they normally only get 
up to about 8 - 10 inches (20 - 25 
cm).
This fish looks much like a tiger 
in is color patterning. Its body is 
light orange to a darker reddish 
orange. There are three broad jet 
black vertical bars crossing the 
body with one passing through the 
eye, one just in front of the dorsal 
fin, and one starting at the front of 
the dorsal fin and extending back 
to the base of the tail. There is also 
has a bright to deep red coloring 
on the front fins and tail. They are 
most colorful when they are young, 
becoming a bit less brilliant as they 
mature.

There are regional variations on 
the coloring. The pelvic fins of the 
Borneo Clowns are reddish orange 
and black while the pelvic fins on 
the Sumatra Clowns are entirely 
reddish orange.
•Size of fish - inches: 16.0 inches 
(40.64 cm) - These fish get up to 16 
inches (40.64 cm) in the wild though 
they haven’t been known to reach 
that length in the home aquarium. 
Captive species are seldom longer 
than 6.5” (16 cm), with about 8” (20 
cm) being the maximum.
•Lifespan: 20 years

Scientific Classification
Kingdom: Animalia
Phylum: Chordata
Class: Actinopterygii
Order: Cypriniformes
Family: Cobitidae
Genus: Chromobotia
Species: macracanthus
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Fish Keeping Difficulty
This loach can be hardy under 
the right conditions. They are 
not recommended for beginners 
because of their need for pristine 
water and having small body 
scales. Reduced scales makes 
them more prone to disease and 
very sensitive to medications 
used to treat disease. Experience 
in treating scaleless fish is very 
important to be able to give your 
loach a healthy and long life. Do 
not try to introduce these fish into 
biologically immature tanks.
Make sure to check compatibility 
with other tank mates as the Clown 
Loach gets stressed fairly easily. 
Because the Clown Loach is so 
susceptible to ich, take care when 
introducing new fish to your tank. 
This loach will often lay on its back 
or side, this is normal.
•Aquarium Hardiness: Moderately 
hardy
•Aquarist Experience Level: 
Intermediate

Foods and Feeding
In nature the Clown Loach feeds 
on worms, crustaceans and plant 
matter. Since they are omnivorous, 
will generally eat all kinds of live 
foods, flakes, and algae. They like 
tablets and frozen foods as well. To 
keep a good balance give them a 
high quality flake food everyday. 
Feed brine shrimp (either live or 
frozen) as a treat. They also like 
mosquito larvae, tubifex, daphnia, 
and vegetable foods such as algae 
wafers. These loaches may also 
prey on snails in your tank.
•Diet Type: Omnivore - In the wild 
more of a carnivore.
•Flake Food: Yes
•Tablet / Pellet: Yes
•Live foods (fishes, shrimps, 
worms): Some of Diet
•Vegetable Food: Some of Diet
•Meaty Food: Most of Diet
•Feeding Frequency: Several 
feedings per day

Aquarium Care
The most important thing for these 
loaches is that they always have 

lighting. There should be a lot of 
submerged boulders and branches 
to give this loach a very dark area 
to retreat.
Never introduce this Loach into a 
biological immature setup as these 
fish require pristine water. They 
need good water movement that 
provides plenty of oxygenation. The 
tank should turnover at least 10-
15 times per hour. An undergravel 
filter is a great choice for these fish 
as it creates high oxygen through 
out the tank as well as reducing the 
waste. Adding a canister filter, or 
powerheads and airstones, to the 
setup will make the proper current 
for this loach.
The decor is really up to personal 
taste as the fish doesn’t really pay 
much attention to it. If the tank is to 
resemble its natural habitat, sand 
and gravel mix would be best for 
the substrate. The substrate should 
be fine enough to allow digging 
without damaging its barbels. A 

clean and well-oxygenated water. 
Frequent water changes of about 
30% a week are needed. With your 
weekly water change make sure 
to vacuum the gravel to remove 
all excess food and waste. Make 
sure not to remove the bio film on 
rocks, decor or no viewing panes 
of the tank. A magnet algae cleaner 
normally does a great job in keeping 
the viewing pane clear. Be cautious 
when cleaning the tank not to get 
poke by the Clown loach’s spines.
•Water Changes: Weekly

Aquarium Setup
The Clown Loach will swim 
mostly on the bottom of the 
aquarium but will also swim in the 
middle, especially once they are 
comfortable with their habitat and 
routine. These Loaches get very 
large and can be kept in groups, 
so a tank 75 gallons or greater 
is needed. They do best in a soft 
to medium water with subdued 

Clown Loach - Quick Aquarium Care
•Aquarist Experience Level: Intermediate
•Size of fish - inches: 16.0 inches (40.64 cm)
•Minimum Tank Size: 75 gal (284 L)
•Temperament: Peaceful
•Aquarium Hardiness: Moderately hardy
•Temperature: 77.0 to 86.0° F (25.0 to 30.0° C)

“This handsome “tiger loach” has a bright orangish to 
reddish body and three broad jet black vertical bars.” 
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“This fish normally inhabits rivers for most of the year and then migrates up 
smaller waterways to mate. They are found in either running or standing waters in 

their natural habitat where they live in large shoals.”

lot of smooth water-worn large rocks and stones 
should be scattered throughout. A couple pieces 
of driftwood and some twisted roots will make a 
great place to retreat. These loaches are very 
inquisitive and like to explore so make sure to 
have a lot of caves and crevices. These fish can 
and will jump out of the tank if given the chance so 
make sure to have a tight fitting cover.
•Minimum Tank Size: 75 gal (284 L)
•Suitable for Nano Tank: No
•Substrate Type: Sand/Gravel Mix - Should have a 
lot of large boulders and rocks for cover.
•Lighting Needs: Low - subdued lighting
•Temperature: 77.0 to 86.0° F (25.0 to 30.0° C)
•Range ph: 6.0-6.5 
•Hardness Range: 5 - 12 dGH - They do best in 
soft to medium water.
•Brackish: No
•Water Movement: Moderate
•Water Region: Bottom - These fish are mostly 
bottom dwellers, but will occasionally swim in the 
middle of the aquarium.

Social Behaviors
The Clown Loach is a big fish that is lively and 
fun to watch. They can be kept in a community 

aquarium but smaller fish can easily be intimidated 
by its size and behavior. Slow moving, long finned 
fish need to be avoided as this loach may nip any 
trailing fins.
They do like the company of their own species, yet 
these loaches form a social hierarchy and should 
be kept in groups of 5 or more if the tank is big 
enough. Any less and the dominant loach may act 
out towards any fish that is of similar shape. If kept 
in pairs the dominant loach may also attack the 
other and prevent it from eating.
•Venomous: No
•Temperament: Peaceful
•Compatible with:◦Same species - conspecifics: 
Yes - Best kept in groups of 5 or more.
◦Peaceful fish (): Safe - More active the tank 
mates, the more active your clown will be. Clown 
Loach is a big fish and can intimidate smaller 
community fish.
◦Semi-Aggressive (): Monitor
◦Aggressive (): Threat
◦Large Semi-Aggressive (): Threat
◦Large Aggressive, Predatory (): Threat
◦Slow Swimmers & Eaters (): Monitor
◦Shrimps, Crabs, Snails: May be aggressive
◦Plants: Monitor - Clowns are large active loaches 
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“In nature the Clown Loach feeds on worms, crustaceans and plant matter. Since 
they are omnivorous, will generally eat all kinds of live foods, flakes, and algae.”

that will make a mess out of most planted plants.

Sex: Sexual differences
The body of the mature Clown Loach deepens 
considerably and females normally have thicker 
bodies. There are various theories about caudal 
fin lobe shapes being different, but these are 
inconclusive. In general it is said that the lobes of 
the caudal fin are thinner on males.

Breeding / Reproduction
The Clown Loach has rarely been bred in the 
home aquarium. There are only a couple of reports 
of success, with the most recent being in the fall 
of 2007 by Colin Dunlop from Carluke, Scotland. 
In an article from the publication Practical 
Fishkeeping, there are photographs of the spawn 
but he said that most of the eggs were infertile, 
and no fry have yet been reported. It is thought 
that they need a large aquarium with lots of hiding 
places, along with their being satisfied with their 
aquarium conditions.
They have been spawned commercially with 
the aid of hormones on fish farm in the Czech 
Republic, and farmed fish are available from both 
there and from Asia.
•Ease of Breeding: Difficult

Fish Diseases
Loaches are more susceptible to disease than 
other aquarium fishes. This may have to do 
with the faint body scales and no head scales. 
Take caution when introducing these fish to an 
established tank. The Berdmore’s Loach is also 
very sensitive to different medications used to 
treat many diseases; a separate hospital tank is 
needed. Cold water and condition changes can 
also cause stress to this fish which makes them 
even more prone to disease.
The Clown Loach is prone to ick. This is the most 
common disease that affects this loach. Ich is 
short for Ichthyophthirius, also known as “white 
spot disease”. It is a parasite that can attack nearly 
all aquarium fishes, but you’ll find that loaches are 
often the first to be attacked. Take great care in 
treating ick as loaches are very sensitive to the 
medications used to treat it. Often the dose is half 
of what is normally used.
The second most common thing that affects 
loaches is a thing called skinny disease. This 
can be diagnosed fairly easily. If your loaches 
are eating a nitrous and healthy amounts and 
still seems to loose weight it is a good chance 
it has skinny disease. This is caused by internal 
parasites and can be treated with medication if 
used carefully.
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An outbreak of disease can often 
be limited to just one or a few fishes 
if you deal with it at an early stage. 
When keeping these sensitive 
types of fish, it is common to catch 
deteriorating water conditions 
and disease before other fish 
are affected. The best way to 
proactively prevent disease is to 
give your Clown Loach the proper 
environment and give them a well 
balanced diet. The closer to their 
natural habitat the less stress 
the fish will have, making them 
healthier and happy. A stressed 
fish will is more likely to acquire 
disease.
Anything you add to your tank can 
bring disease to your tank. Not only 
other fish but plants, substrate, and 
decorations can harbor bacteria. 
Take great care and make sure 
to properly clean or quarantine 
anything that you add to an 
established tank so not to upset the 
balance. It is recommended to read 
up on the common tank diseases. 
Knowing the signs and catching 
and treating them early makes a 
huge difference. For information 
about freshwater fish diseases 
and illnesses, see Aquarium Fish 
Diseases and Treatments.

Availability
The Clown Loach is very popular, 
and is readily available at pet stores 
or online.
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“They do like the company of their own species, yet these 
loaches form a social hierarchy and should be kept in groups of 

5 or more if the tank is big enough.” 
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Marine

Tips for keeping 
Nocturnal fish 
in the Marine 

Aquarium!
By: Kate Barrington

When the sun sets and the moon rises, the 
reef doesn’t go silent - a whole new group 
of inhabitants comes out to play. Keep 

reading to learn more about nocturnal marine 
life and how to cultivate a nocturnal aquarium at 
home.
Marine fish are some of the most colorful creatures 
on the planet, though many of them cannot be 

seen by the light of day. Tropical reefs are a hustle 
and bustle of activity during the day but that activity 
doesn’t completely stop at night – it just changes. 
When the sun sets and the moon rises, a whole 
separate group of marine inhabitants comes out 
to play.
If you want to take your marine aquarium to the 
next level, think about adding some nocturnal 

“Cultivating and maintaining a marine tank 
environment comes with many challenges, but that 
is exactly why many aquarium hobbyists like them 

so much. “
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Pajama Cardinalfish (Sphaeramia nematoptera)

fish or other tank inhabitants. Keep 
more about nocturnal aquarium 
fish and how to simulate nocturnal 
lighting in your home aquarium.

Understanding Nocturnal 
Aquarium Fish

Aquarium fish are generally divided 
into two categories – freshwater or 
saltwater. Within each category, 
however, there are different 
subcategories. One way to further 
divide the category of saltwater 
fish is by the time of day during 
which they are most active. Diurnal 
marine fish are those species that 
are most active during daylight 
hours while nocturnal fish are most 
active during the night. There are 
also crepuscular species which 
tend to be active around the hours 
at dawn and dusk. Some species 
of fish can adapt to becoming more 
active during another time of day 
while others remain consistent.

In order to thrive during the night, 
nocturnal species of marine 
fish have developed certain 
adaptations. Here is a quick 
overview:
They generally don’t swim as 
quickly as daytime fish due to 
reduced visibility.

They tend to have larger eyes to 
maximize the use of available light
They are generally solitary species, 
less likely to swim in schools.

They tend to be fairly shy during 
daylight hours, hiding until it gets 
dark.

They often exhibit red or yellow-
brown colorations for camouflage 
purposes in low light.

They are more likely to be 
carnivorous than omnivorous or 
herbivorous.

They usually have a well-
developed lateral line to sense 
water movement more effectively.

Having an understanding of the 

Five Lined Cardinalfish (Cheilodipterus quinquelineatus)

adaptations and restrictions that 
nocturnal aquarium fish have 
developed can help you to better 
understand their needs. The more 
you know about nocturnal marine 
species, the better you will be able 
to simulate their native environment 
in your home aquarium.

The Top Nocturnal Species for 
Marine Tanks

There are many different species 
of nocturnal marine fish, though 
not all of them are practical for 
keeping in the home aquarium. 
Here are some of the top species of 
nocturnal fish to consider for your 

own marine tank at home:
Cardinalfish – This type of fish 
includes species in the family 
Apogonidae, a group of ray-finned 
fishes. Cardinalfish are usually 
fairly small and they also tend to 
be fairly brightly colored, usually 
in yellows and reds. Popular 
species for the home aquarium 
include the Pajama Cardinalfish 
(Sphaeramia nematoptera), the 
Flame Cardinalfish (Apogon spp.) 
and the Five Lined Cardinalfish 
(Cheilodipterus quinquelineatus).

Squirrelfish – These fish generally 
grow to a maximum size around 



14 the fishkeeper January/February 2020   www.thefishkeeper.co.za

Big Eye Black Bar Soldierfish (Myripristis sp.)

5 inches and they are largely red 
in color. Squirrelfish do best when 
kept in small groups and they feed 
on a diet of plankton, small fish, 
and marine invertebrates. Some of 
the most popular species for the 
home aquarium include the Glass 
Eye Squirrelfish (Heteropriacan-
thus cruentatus), the Sammara 
Squirrelfish (Neoniphon samara) 
and the Striped Squirrelfish 
(Sargocentron xantherythrum).

Soldierfish – This group of fishes 
have large, serrated scales as 
well as large, ovular eyes. Most 
soldierfish are red in color and they 
look similar to squirrelfish except 
that they are broader and don’t 
have such a pointed snout. Some 
popular species of soldierfish for 
the aquarium include the Scarlet 
Fin Soldierfish (Sargocentron 
sp.) and the Big Eye Black Bar 
Soldierfish (Myripristis sp.).

Scorpionfish – One of the strangest 
looking groups of nocturnal fish, 
scorpionfish are also some of the 
most venomous fish in the world. 
These fish have sharp spines that 
are coated with a venomous mucus 
and they are generally colored to 
blend with their surroundings.

Eels – Not only are most eels 
nocturnal, but they are very unique 
and interesting inhabitants to 
add to your aquarium. The Ghost 
Eel (Pseudechidna brummeri) is 
particularly intriguing – this species 
is mostly white in color and can 
grow up to 40 inches in length. The 
Snowflake Eel (Echidna nebulosa) 
is another option, named for its 
speckled pattern. Keep in mind 
that most eels are at least semi-
aggressive when you are adding 
other fish to your tank.

Invertebrates – In addition to the 
species of fish already discussed, 
there are many marine invertebrates 
that are nocturnal. For example, 
many species of shrimp, crab, and 
other crustaceans are nocturnal as 
well as starfish and mollusks.

Sammara Squirrelfish (Neoniphon samara) 

Radial Lionfish (Pterois radiata)
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Keep in mind that even though nocturnal fish may 
spend most of the day hiding, they still count toward 
the maximum biological load of your aquarium. If 
you’re using the “one inch of fish per gallon” rule, 
be sure to factor in both your nocturnal and diurnal 
species because both will produce waste which 
will have an impact on the water quality in your 
tank.

Tips for Simulating Nocturnal Lighting
In order to ensure that your nocturnal tank 
inhabitants thrive, you’ll need to imitate their 
natural environment as closely as possible 
and that means simulating nocturnal lighting. 
Though there was a time when the only option for 
aquarium lighting was traditional white lighting, 
there are now many different options to choose 
from. Among these new options is something 
truly unique – moon lights. Moon lights are LED 
fixtures the simulate the natural light of the mood, 
gently illuminating nocturnal aquarium life without 
interfering with their normal behavior. This type 
of lighting allows you to observe your nocturnal 
aquarium habitants in their natural life without 
disturbing them.

Moon lights have a variety of different benefits in 
addition to giving you the opportunity to witness 
your nocturnal aquarium habitats in their natural 
environment. This type of lighting is very energy-
efficient because it runs on LED – these lights also 
generate virtually no heat which is an improvement 
over standard incandescent and high-output 
fluorescent light fixtures. To make the best use 

of your moon lights, set them upon an automatic 
timer to alternate between 12 hours of daylight 
and 12 hours of moon light. This will help to create 
a natural environment for both your diurnal and 
your nocturnal aquarium inhabitants. If you have 
corals in your tank, you may need to make some 
adjustments because they need a brief period of 
total darkness before the moonlight appears.

Other Tips for Setting Up and Maintaining a 
Nocturnal Tank

The most important thing to think about when 
setting up your nocturnal aquarium is giving your 
fish places to hide during the day. Live rock is a 
staple decoration for marine tanks but you need to 
use it wisely to create caves and crevices where 
nocturnal fish can hide. Aside from decorations, 
you also need to think carefully about your lighting 
system. If you plan to keep corals in your tank, 
you’ll need to make sure that your daytime lighting 
meets those needs and that your nocturnal 
lighting system can be integrated as well. You 
may also have to adjust your feeding schedule to 
accommodate nocturnal aquarium fish since they 
will be unlikely to venture out of hiding for food 
during the day.

Cultivating and maintaining a marine tank 
environment comes with many challenges, but 
that is exactly why many aquarium hobbyists like 
them so much. If you’d like to take your marine 
tank to the next level, consider adding some 
nocturnal aquarium inhabitants and outfit your 
tank with moon lights.

Not only are most eels nocturnal, but they are very unique and interesting inhabitants to add to your aquarium.
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Bottom of the 
tank:

By : Joshua Wiegert

Freshwater

Driftwood catfish, also called wood cats, 
are a small group of fishes from the 
family Auchenipteridae found throughout 

the Amazon. Most of these are small species, 
making them excellent for aquariums. The 
family, which also contains a handful of larger 
fishes, has been divided into two subfamilies, 
Auchenipterinae and Centromochlinae; the 
former has been traditionally of much less 
interest to aquarists than the latter, though this is 

gradually changing.
Livebearing Catfish
Within Auchenipteridae there are about 125 
fish spread across nearly two dozen genera. 
This is a truly diverse family, with incredible 
variability in appearance among its members. 
While not technically livebearers, wood cats are 
unique among catfishes in that they practice 
internal fertilization. The male’s anal fin sports 
a modification that serves a similar role as the 

Driftwood Catfish

 

“While their shy natures can make them less appealing to casual 
aquarists, most species quickly adapt to aquaria, as well as to their 
keepers’ feeding schedules. With a little work, keeping these catfish 

can be a truly rewarding experience.”
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By : Joshua Wiegert

gonopodium in livebearers. Males will fertilize 
the female, who will lay eggs several days later. 
It is not uncommon for mature females to lay 
fertile eggs without a male present, even among 
species that have not been bred in the aquarium. 
These females are simply laying eggs that were 
fertilized previously, much like a single female 
guppy dropping fry a week after purchase.

Honeycomb Catfish 
(Centromochlus perugiae)
Perhaps the best known of the wood cats is the 
honeycomb catfish (Centromochlus perugiae). 
Until 1998, this fish was placed in the genus 
Tatia, and many resources still list it incorrectly as 
Tatia perugiae. A small fish, the honeycomb cat 
reaches a maximum size of only about 2 inches 
(5 cm). C. perugiae is covered in a pattern of 
large black spots separated by a white network, 
hence the name “honeycomb.” They’re a truly 
pretty fish, with a delicate pattern. Their native 
range runs throughout Peru, Ecuador, and 
Colombia. While the species name suggests that 
they were named for Peru, where they do occur, 
they were actually named for ichthyologist Albert 
Perugia.
These are really great little fish that are 
unfortunately not seen in the hobby very often, 
and they have a rather unfortunate reputation 
for being both expensive and delicate. In my 

experience, these fish do much better in a small 
group. They truly need to be kept in tanks with 
a lot of hiding spots, such as driftwood and 
rockwork with many crevices. They’re often kept 
in heavily planted tanks, which is fine, but the 
setup also needs to include some “hardscape” 
hiding spots. Honeycomb cats are generally 
adaptable to different water parameters, but they 
do much better at a slightly acidic pH and lower 
hardness. They do prefer a higher temperature, 
as they are susceptible to ich and other infections 
at lower temperatures; I usually keep these fish 
at about 78° to 80°F (25° to 27°C). C. perugiae 
is very sensitive to poor water conditions. Nitrate 
levels must be kept low, and they require higher 
than average oxygen levels, which can be aided 
by the addition of a powerhead or other device. 
They’re more likely to thrive with some current in 
their tank.
These little catfishes are peaceful and shy, 
generally only coming out when the tank lights 
are off. Because of this, many aquarists fail to 
understand how they feed. In the wild, they skim 
small insects from stream surfaces at night. They 
do not hunt along the bottom, and they do not eat 
well during the day. A high-quality floating food 
is a must, and it should be given to them when 
the lights are out or at least dimmed. While they’ll 
often eat flakes, floating insect-based foods are 
great, frozen or not. They’ll make short work of 

“One of the more interesting catfish I recently worked with was
Fisher’s Wood Cat (Trachelyopterus fisheri)

This is one of the larger wood cats, reaching a maximum size of nearly a foot (30 cm).”



18 the fishkeeper January/February 2020   www.thefishkeeper.co.za

” A true beauty of the genus, the ninja wood cat (Tatia musaica) is only rarely 
seen, and often at a very high price”

populations of mosquito larvae. 
Feeding them as you would a 
Corydoras, with a sinking pellet, 
will likely result in some very 
hungry cats, and eventually worse.
The honeycomb catfish has 
been successfully bred in home 
aquaria, and its breeding method 
is somewhat unique. Among the 
driftwood cats we’ll discuss, this is 
undoubtedly the easiest species 
to breed in the home aquarium. 
Several days after being fertilized, 
the females will enter a small cave 
or other crevice to deposit about 
a hundred eggs. These eggs are 
guarded by the female until they 
hatch, about four or five days later. 
The eggs may be preyed upon by 
other fish in the tank.
When I’ve bred this fish, I’ve 
used small pieces of PVC pipe as 
caves. I put a finger over each end 
of the water-filled cave, lift it out 
with the female, and relocate it to 
a new tank; I don’t think the female 
even notices sometimes. Once the 
eggs hatch, the female should be 
returned to the main aquarium or 

she may eat the fry.
The fry develop quickly and are 
tiny eating machines. Surface 
foods, including powdered fry 
formula, brine shrimp nauplii, 
and ground flakes are all eaten 
with gusto—but again, only at 
night. Heavy feedings may lead to 
deteriorating water conditions, so 
large, frequent water changes are 
a must.

Galaxy Wood Cat 
(Tatia galaxias)
The genus Tatia, also in the 
subfamily Centromochlinae, 
contains a number of fishes that 
are of interest to aquarists. The 
most commonly encountered 
of these is supposedly T. 
galaxias, however, many of 
the T. galaxias imported are 
actually T. intermedia. Both 
species are superficially quite 
similar, especially when younger; 
however, T. intermedia will lose its 
spots as it ages, and it reaches 
a size of nearly twice that of T. 
galaxias.

The true galaxy wood cat, T. 
galaxias, is a striking black fish 
covered with small white dots. 
It will reach a maximum size of 
just about 3 inches (7.5 cm). T. 
intermedia, however, will reach 
about 5 inches (12.5 cm). These 
fish usually have many more spots 
than T. galaxias, and the spots 
tend to be more gray than white 
in color. Regardless of species, 
their care is quite similar. Like the 
honeycomb catfish, they require 
clean, well-oxygenated water, with 
plenty of hiding places. Feeding 
should be done only at night, 
though both of these fish seem 
to be a little more forgiving about 
daylight than the honeycomb.
Both T. galaxias and T. intermedia 
have been bred in captivity, and 
they are easily sexed, as with 
Centromochlus. However, unlike 
Centromochlus, eggs are typically 
laid in a mass in the water column 
and sink to the bottom. Females 
may guard the eggs for a brief 
period.
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Ninja Wood Cat (Tatia musaica)
A true beauty of the genus, the 
ninja wood cat (Tatia musaica) is 
only rarely seen, and often at a 
very high price. I don’t know where 
the common name comes from, 
but I assume some marketing-
minded importer just really liked 
the word “ninja.” The pattern 
of these fish reminds me of an 
orca—dark black on top, with a 
white underbelly, and patches of 
the two mixed in between. A very 
small fish, it won’t reach more than 
about 2 inches (5 cm).
A bit more delicate than the other 
Tatia species above, T. musaica 
is completely intolerant of poor 
water conditions. I can find no 
reliable sources indicating that this 
species has been spawned in the 
aquarium, though reproduction 
is presumably similar to other 
members of the genus.

Happy Driftwood Catfish 
(Trachelyichthys exilis)
The subfamily Auchenipterinae 
contains the bulk of the driftwood 
catfishes, although these fish are 
seldom seen in the hobby. Slowly, 
this is beginning to change, with 
many new imports from this group 
appearing. The best known of 
these is Trachelyichthys exilis, 
the happy driftwood catfish. T. 
exilis reaches a size of about 3 
to 4 inches (7.5 to 10 cm). Its 
body form is pretty typical of the 
Auchenipterinae: a streamlined, 
midwater catfish shape with an 
elongated anal fin. Similar to the 
other driftwood cats, the first rays 
of this fin are modified in males. 
These fish are generally a gold 
color, with dark spots covering the 
body.
Happy driftwood cats are 
schooling fish, with small groups 
taking shelter in caves or other 
structures during the day. They’re 
far less shy than other driftwood 
catfishes, with food quickly luring 
them out of hiding. It’s really fun to 
drop food into a seemingly empty 
tank and watch an explosion of 
these catfish emerge from every 

“Happy driftwood cats are schooling fish, with small groups taking shelter in 
caves or other structures during the day.”

“C. perugiae is covered in a pattern of large black spots separated by a 
white network, hence the name “honeycomb.” They’re a truly pretty fish, 

with a delicate pattern.” 

“The true galaxy wood cat, T. galaxias, is a striking black fish covered 
with small white dots. It will reach a maximum size of just about 3 inches 

(7.5 cm).”
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hiding spot imaginable (and 
sometimes even some spots that 
aren’t).
Breeding T. exilis isn’t particularly 
troublesome and is quite similar to 
the previously mentioned species. 
However, the females will drop a 
handful of eggs at a time, usually 
scattering them throughout the 
tank. 

Fisher’s Wood Cat 
(Trachelyopterus fisheri) 
One of the more interesting catfish 
I recently worked with was
Fisher’s Wood Cat 
(Trachelyopterus fisheri)
This is one of the larger wood 
cats, reaching a maximum size 
of nearly a foot (30 cm). Despite 
their relatively large size, they are 
quite shy, but I found they could 
be coaxed out by keeping them 
in larger numbers. Two or three 
simply vanished into the tank, but 
a dozen were quite active and 
schooled constantly, regardless of 
the time of day.
They’re a dark, golden brown, with 
a maze of black lines across the 
body. Their body shape is very 
stereotypically catfish, but unlike 
most cats, they’re constantly on 
the move in the midwater. Like the 
other driftwood cats, expect them 
to ignore food on the bottom and 
instead opt for surface foods (and 
woe to any insect on the surface 
with a dozen of these below).
Care should be taken with the 
maximum size of this fish. While 
they were quite peaceful for me, I 
sold them all before they reached 
more than about 4 to 5 inches (10 
to 12.5 cm), and I imagine that a 
fully grown specimen would not 
turn down the chance to make a 
convenient meal out of a small 
tankmate.

Wallace’s Shoehorn Catfish 
(Tetranematichthys wallacei)
Wallace’s shoehorn cat 
(Tetranematichthys wallacei) is 
an interesting member of the 
group. These fish rely strongly on 
camouflage, and they look quite a 

“Fisher’s Wood Cat (Trachelyopterus fisheri)
Despite their relatively large size, they are quite shy, but I found they could be 

coaxed out by keeping them in larger numbers.”

“Wallace’s shoehorn cat (Tetranematichthys wallacei) is an interesting member 
of the group. These fish rely strongly on camouflage, and they look quite a bit like 

large, dead leaves.”

“A bit more delicate than the other Tatia species above, T. musaica is 
completely intolerant of poor water conditions.” 
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bit like large, dead leaves. This fish is sometimes 
imported under the name T. quadrifilis, but 
almost all of the shoehorns exported are likely 
T. wallacei. These fish reach a maximum size of 
about 7 to 8 inches (18 to 20.5 cm).
Aquariums for shoehorns should have a softer 
substrate rather than gravel, as they spend a lot 
of their time lying on it, mimicking a dead leaf. 
Driftwood and other hiding places are a must, 
and oak, beech, or other hardwood tree leaves 
are a good choice for providing shelter at the 
bottom. These leaves will also release tannins, 
which will lower the pH and stain the water 
brown, something shoehorns love. These fish 
differ from other members of the group in that 
small fishes make up most of their natural diet. 
They’ll quickly adapt to any good pellet food, but 
they should absolutely not be kept with anything 
mouth-sized. Though peaceful, they should not 
be housed with smaller fish at all. Males can be 
sexed by an extended dorsal fin. There are no 
confirmed reports of successful breeding of this 
fish in the aquarium.

Ogre Driftwood Catfish
(Trachycorystes trachycorystes)
Rounding out this look at the driftwood catfishes 
is Trachycorystes trachycorystes, the ogre 
driftwood catfish (not to be confused with the 
ogre catfish, Asterophysus batrachus). These 
are unique wood cats, with bodies reminiscent of 
Raphael catfish. However, they’re jet black. The 

mouth is front-facing, and big. This fish reaches a 
maximum size of about 14 inches (36 cm), and it 
is apparently a food fish in Brazil and Venezuela.
While they can be quite shy in the aquarium, 
they are definitely predators and not to be trusted 
with anything smaller than they are. About a year 
ago, I received a half-dozen of these fish. They 
were definitely ugly, but I was soon to see where 
they really got the name “ogres.” They wedged 
themselves into any cave available in the tank 
and were seldom seen thereafter. So I forgot they 
were in there and put a batch of about a hundred 
3- to 4-inch (7.5- to 10-cm) pearl gouramis into 
the tank (when you’re unpacking dozens of 
boxes of fish, these things sometimes happen). 
The next morning I could see every single one of 
the ogres, as they were now too fat to fit into any 
of the caves. Of the pearl gouramis, however, 
there were only two or three left.

A Diverse Family
The driftwood catfishes represent a huge 
spectrum of body types and behaviors, from tiny, 
peaceful fishes like the honeycomb driftwood 
catfish to monstrous eating machines like the 
ogre driftwood cat. While their shy natures can 
make them less appealing to casual aquarists, 
most species quickly adapt to aquaria, as well 
as to their keepers’ feeding schedules. With a 
little work, keeping these catfish can be a truly 
rewarding experience.

“Rounding out this look at the driftwood catfishes is Trachycorystes trachycorystes, the ogre driftwood catfish (not to 
be confused with the ogre catfish, Asterophysus batrachus). These are unique wood cats, with bodies reminiscent of 

Raphael catfish. However, they’re jet black.”
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Marine

reef Friendly 
Triggerfish! 

By: Scott W. Michael

suitable species with your invertebrates and 
corals.

Trigger Biology
The triggerfish belong to the family Balistidae, 
which comprises 11 genera and approximately 
40 species. The common name for the family 
is derived from the second dorsal, or “trigger,” 
spine. When a triggerfish is threatened or resting, 
it will wedge itself into a hole and erect the first 
dorsal spine, which is then locked into place by 
the second dorsal spine. The only way to remove 
the fish when it is thus secured is by depressing 
the “trigger” spine, which causes the first dorsal 

A world-renowned reef fishes authority examines 
a variety of triggerfish that are suitable additions 
to a reef aquarium and the dangers they might 
pose to invertebrates and corals.

“A triggerfish in a reef tank? Are you kidding me?”
That is how people often respond to the 
suggestion of adding one of those fish to their 
prized reef aquarium. While the majority of 
triggerfish are not suitable for most reefs, there 
is a small group of triggers that are exceptions 
to the normally held rule. In this article we 
will examine those triggerfish and look at the 
calculated risk of keeping some of the less 

“One of the most appealing differences between the reef-safe triggers and 
their more dubious cousins is their level of pugnaciousness. The genera that 
do best in reef tanks tend to be the least aggressive members of the family.” 
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to “unlock.” However, this is often a difficult task, 
and attempting to do so may inadvertently injure 
a triggerfish. Therefore the best way to transfer 
a triggerfish hiding in aquarium decor is to move 
the piece of rock or coral along with the fish.

Triggerfish are laterally compressed, have 
relatively small mouths equipped with chisel-
like teeth, heavily muscled jaws, and eyes 
that are positioned far back on the head. The 
powerful jaws and teeth are used to crush hard-
shelled prey items, while having the eyes far 
from the mouth ensures that these vulnerable 
organs will not be damaged by sharp-spined 
prey items like sea urchins. Triggerfish swim by 
sculling with the soft anal and dorsal fins (this 
is known as the balistiform swimming mode), 
but if a sudden burst of speed is required they 
will use rapid sweeps of their tail. Triggerfish 
occur in all tropical oceans, and most species 
associate with rocky outcroppings or coral reefs. 
There are several species that lead a pelagic 
lifestyle, roaming about the open ocean or living 
among sargassum algae rafts. But most species 
inhabit relatively shallow coastal waters. Some 
triggerfish are sexually dimorphic and/or sexually 
dichromatic; for example, in many species males 
are larger than females.
Trigger Tankmates
In general, triggerfish are extremely durable 

aquarium inhabitants. They are among the most 
rugged of all aquarium fish, withstanding poor 
environmental conditions and rarely succumbing 
to disease. They also have voracious appetites 
and are not finicky eaters. Triggerfish can even 
be used to cycle a new tank, but, because they 
are often aggressive, using them that way may 
cause a problem if you hope to add any other 
fish to the aquarium. The biggest triggerfish 
shortcoming is their tendency to be rather 
bellicose. Although they vary somewhat in their 
disposition, most species should be kept on 
their own or in a species aquarium. The most 
aggressive triggerfish are the queen (Balistes 
vetula), gray (Balistes capriscus), blue-lined 
(Pseudobalistes fuscus), clown (Balistoides 
conspicillum), and the orange-lined triggerfish 
(Balistapus undulatus). Because those species 
are so pugnacious, it is usually a good idea to 
house them on their own or in very large tanks 
with other bullies. The members of the genus 
Sufflamen and Rhinecanthus can be kept with 
other fish as juveniles, but they tend to become 
more aggressive as they get larger. Adults 
should be kept on their own or with other large, 
contentious species.

Some fish often kept with triggerfish include 
moray eels (Muraenidae), squirrelfish 
(Holocentridae) , lionfish (Pterois) , groupers 

“The best triggerfish for the reef aquarium belong to the genera Melichthys, Odonus, and Xanthichthys. 
Of those three genera, the latter is the very best for the reef aquarium”
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(Epinephelinae), snappers 
(Lutjanidae), large hawkfish 
(genus Paracirrhites), certain 
wrasses (such as hogfish, tuskfish, 
banana wrasses), large angelfish, 
surgeonfish, Arothron pufferfish, 
and porcupinefish. But even 
those fish may fall victim to the 
more aggressive members of the 
triggerfish family. It is possible 
to keep vigilant small fish like 
damselfish and blennies in a tank 
with aggressive triggerfish if the 
aquarium is large enough and is 
packed with places for the smaller 
fish to hide. Although morays are 
commonly kept with triggerfish, 
their tails are particularly attractive 
targets for triggerfish to bite, 
so it is important that morays 
be provided with several large 
hiding places that will allow 
them to conceal themselves 
completely. You should not house 
triggerfish that feed on encrusting 
invertebrates with frogfish or 
scorpionfish that resemble reef 
substrate, as they are likely to nip 
at these species. Even though 
triggerfish have small jaws, their 
powerful jaw muscles and teeth 
can cause considerable tissue 
wounds when they decide to take 
a bite.

Triggerfish have also been 
implicated in biting and damaging 
glass aquarium heaters and both 
flexible and rigid tubing. Although 
heater-biting is a relatively rare 
event, it is a good idea to protect 
that piece of equipment by placing 
it in a sump. If your aquarium 
is “sumpless” you can build a 
barrier around your heater using 
egg crate material or a piece of 
plastic that has had numerous 
holes drilled in it (e.g., material 
commonly sold for tank dividers). 
The best option, though, is to 
obtain a titanium heater, which is 
totally resistant to a triggerfish’s 
jaws. In addition to being trigger-
proof, titanium heaters normally 
function better than standard glass 
heaters, and using an external 
thermostat reduces the risk of 

the heater’s getting stuck in the 
on position. Frequently check 
any airline tubing in the aquarium 
to see whether it needs to be 
replaced.

Triggerfish Behavior
Triggerfish quickly learn to solve 
simple problems. For example, 
it does not take long for most 
species to learn to recognize 
where the food comes from, 
and established specimens will 
“beg” at the water’s surface 
every time their owner is in view. 

They will also spit water out of 
the aquarium. Triggerfish in the 
wild often engage in a behavior 
called hydraulic jetting. This action 
gets its name from a triggerfish’s 
directing a jet of water out of its 
mouth into the sand to uncover 
buried prey. Triggerfish also 
use hydraulic jetting to flip over 
protected prey items like spiny 
sea urchins. In the aquarium they 
learn to associate the surface of 
the water, not the tank bottom, 
with food. So instead of spitting 
water at the substrate they blow 

Bluechin Triggerfish (Xanthichthys auromarginatus)

Pinktail triggerfish (Melichthys vidua)
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it at the water’s surface. Although 
interesting, this behavior can 
cause severe problems if your top 
is not totally covered and you have 
electrical outlets near the tank.

One of the most important criteria 
for keeping healthy triggerfish is 
to feed them often–at least three 
and preferably five small meals a 
day. In order to maintain their color 
and health, they should be fed a 
varied diet, complete with fresh 
or frozen clams, urchins, freeze-
dried seaweed sheets, frozen 

or steamed spinach leaf, and 
freeze-dried krill soaked in Selcon, 
or a comparable amino-acid. It 
is important to feed triggerfish 
several times a day, as they will 
rapidly lose weight if fed sparingly. 
Although many aquarists like to 
hand-feed their triggerfish, you 
should be aware that triggerfish, 
especially larger specimens, can 
inflict painful injuries with their 
strong jaws and teeth. When first 
introduced to the aquarium some 
triggerfish species can be quite 
shy and may hide whenever you 

approach their tank. But it will not 
take long before they become bold 
aquarium inhabitants.

So what about invertebrates? Is 
it really possible to keep triggers 
with animals they may perceive 
as prey? The answer is yes and 
no. It is very important that you 
choose your triggerfish species 
and invertebrate tankmates 
very carefully. Many triggerfish 
have highly varied diets that 
include many different types of 
invertebrates, as well as plant 
material and small fish. Take a 
look at a dietary study on the 
commonly kept rectangular 
triggerfish (Rhinecanthus 
rectangulus). This study lists 
the following in R. rectangulus 
stomachs (in order of importance 
in the diet): amphipods, tunicates, 
filamentous algae, crabs, 
polychaete worms, shrimps, 
coralline algae, snails, sea urchins, 
isopods, bryozoans, tiny clams, 
and crab larvae! There are a lot of 
animals in that list that many reef 
aquarists would prefer to have 
flourish in their tanks. But note that 
there were no corals listed. That 
does not mean that all triggers are 
not a threat to corals. Triggerfish 
are very opportunistic, and some 
larger species have been known 
to bite off coral branches to get 
at crabs or echinoderms that 
are hiding within a coral colony. 
Those species would indeed be 
unwelcome in your small-polyped 
stony coral tank. There are also 
food habit studies that have listed 
the tips of stony corals in trigger 
stomachs.

The best triggerfish for the 
reef aquarium belong to the 
genera Melichthys, Odonus, and 
Xanthichthys. Of those three 
genera, the latter is the very 
best for the reef aquarium—
this includes the bluechin (X. 
auromarginatus), the crosshatch 
(X. mento), and the sargassum 
triggerfish (X. ringens). The niger 
triggerfish (Odonus niger) is more 

Crosshatch Triggerfish (Xanthichthys mento)

Indian Triggerfish (Melichthys indicus)
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“Triggerfish quickly learn to solve simple problems. For example, it does not take long for most 
species to learn to recognize where the food comes from, and established specimens will “beg” at 

the water’s surface every time their owner is in view.”

likely to hunt down motile invertebrates and 
may occasionally eat sessile invertebrates like 
sponges. The triggers in the genus Melichthys—
including the Indian (M. indicus), black (M. niger), 
and pinktail triggerfish (M. vidua)¬—feed heavily 
on floating algae and thus usually behave well 
with sessile invertebrates. While those species 
usually do well with corals, they may occasionally 
decide to dispatch a crustacean here or there, 
especially if the latter are introduced after the 
trigger is already in the tank.

Reef Trigger Differences
The triggerfish that are better suited to the reef 
aquarium have some special qualities that make 
them more “invert-friendly.” First of all, most of 
the species that are good for reef aquariums 
feed primarily on zooplankton or floating algae. 
As a result, they are “designed” a little differently 
from their less selective cousins. They have 
slightly smaller mouths (not well suited for 
destroying aquarium equipment, including heater 
tubes!) that are a bit higher up on the head. As 
far as their behavior is concerned, they tend to 
spend more time in the water column hunting 
their Lilliputian foods. Some of them (e.g., the 
crosshatch triggerfish, Xanthichthys mento) 
form groups because they are more vulnerable 

when they are farther from the reef. They choose 
to feed together because there is safety in 
numbers.

Those triggerfish that feed heavily on benthic 
invertebrates have other unsuitable reef tank 
habits. When searching for prey, they will lift 
bits of rubble in their jaws and blow jets of water 
out of their mouth at the sand to uncover buried 
prey. They may even lie on their sides and 
paddle with the pectoral fin nearest the sea floor, 
producing holes in the sand. Moving sand is not 
necessarily a big deal–although they may bury 
corals placed on or near the aquarium bottom, 
or stir up debris within the aquarium, which can 
cause severe stress to LPS coral species. The 
lifting and dropping of debris, rubble, and even 
small coral colonies can cause severe injury to 
coral polyps. By the way, these behaviors are 
fascinating to observe! If you want a fish that 
exhibits an amazing behavioral repertoire, you 
may consider dedicating a whole tank to one of 
these personable pets.

One of the most appealing differences between 
the reef-safe triggers and their more dubious 
cousins is their level of pugnaciousness. The 
genera that do best in reef tanks tend to be 
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the least aggressive members 
of the family. That said, even 
those species may “go bad” and 
try to eat a smaller fish that is 
added to a tank where they are 
established residents. In most 
reef communities these triggers 
should be the last fish added 
to any community tank. The 
aquarist should be aware that 
with any triggerfish the problem 
of aggression is exaggerated if 
they are kept in smaller aquariums 
or under crowded conditions. I 
should point out that almost all 
triggerfish species (and most 
other fish) display some degree of 
individual variation. A final note: 
of all the potential reef aquarium 
triggers, I have seen individual 
Indian triggerfish (M. indicus) 
behave badly more than any of the 
other potential balistid candidates. 
I have had individuals in large 
tanks (over 700 gallons [2646 
liters]) that bullied, nipped, and 
even dispatched their tankmates 
(in some cases, piscine neighbors 
that were as long as they were).

Getting Adventurous
Some aquarists are more 
adventuresome than others 
and willingly take risks when it 
comes to mixing fish with their 
invertebrates.

For those of you who fall into that 
category, it is possible to keep 
some of the triggers that have a 
more varied diet in a reef tank with 
certain invertebrates. For example, 
I once saw a clown triggerfish 
(Balistoides conspicillum) in a reef 
tank! The owners said they had 
the trigger in the tank for over a 
year and that it had not caused 
any problems. The cnidarian 
community consisted mainly of 
soft coral “trees” (e.g., Sinularia, 
Litophyton, Lemnalia). Many of 
those soft corals have toxins 
that make them unpalatable to 
the general predator. The tank 
contained no crustaceans, as the 
trigger would most likely make 
short work of them, but there were 

small demoiselles (Chrysiptera 
spp.) that would dart into tight 
hiding places when the triggerfish 
got too close!

The other thing that helped reduce 
the level of destruction wrought 
by the trigger was the feeding 
regimen–the triggerfish was fed 
chunks of seafood several times 
a day. Not only does frequent 
feeding mean your trigger is fat 
and happy, it also means the 

balistid is less likely to eat its 
neighbors.

In conclusion, if you are careful 
about the invertebrates you 
select for your reef tank, it is even 
possible to keep some potentially 
destructive triggers in your reef. 
For those who do not want to take 
as much of a risk, there are also 
a number of plankton-feeding 
balistids that are well better suited 
to the reef tank environs.

Black Triggerfish (Melichthys niger)

Clown triggerfish (Balistoides conspicillum)
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Keeping Kribs:

Freshwater

If you’re seeking a small fish that can add 
action and a rainbow of sparkling colors to 
your freshwater aquarium, the kribensis cichlid 

(Pelvicachromis pulcher) is definitely worth 
considering. This species is a great choice for the 
novice keeper and can even be recommended to 
experienced aquarists.
Affectionately referred to simply as “krib” within 
the hobby, this West African cichlid is called 
kribensis because it was once known as P. 
kribensis. The modern accepted scientific name 
is P. pulcher, which roughly translated means 
“beautiful belly fish.” In Latin, pelvica is the plural 
of pelvis, chromis refers to a fish (possibly a 

perch), and pulcher means beautiful. That is 
certainly a fitting description for a species in 
which the belly of the female takes on a vibrant, 
cherry red flush throughout the breeding period. 
Since an established krib couple spawns 
regularly, you can expect to see a lot of this 
coloration in your tank. 
P. pulcher is quite resilient to disease, and 
provided with the right care it can live up to five 
years. As an additional bonus, kribs readily breed 
without any special coaxing. They also engage in 
highly entertaining fry-rearing behavior, wherein 
they herd their offspring around the tank for 
several weeks.

By: William Berg

“Kribensis cichlids are hardy and do not grow very large, two factors 
that make them possible to keep, even in small aquariums.”

The Culture of Pelvicachromis 
Cichlids!
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The male can reach a length of 4 
inches (10 cm), while the female 
usually stays around 3 inches 
(8 cm). Both sexes have a dark 
longitudinal stripe running from 
the mouth to the caudal fin, with 
yellow and black striping by the 
face. There is a lot of orange-
red, yellow, and sometimes blue, 
coloration along the dorsal and 
caudal fins. In some specimens, 
the dorsal and caudal fins sport 
gold-ringed ocelli (eyespots). Their 
pectoral and anal fins are bluish 
to purple, and you can sometimes 
notice a green sheen on the gill 
plate. The abdomen is a reddish 
pink, a color that intensifies during 
the breeding period, especially in 
the female.

GEOGRAPHY AND HABITAT
P. pulcher inhabits the drainage 
area of the Ethiope River in the 
Niger Delta in West Africa. One 
of the reasons why it is so sturdy 
and easy to care for in captivity 
may be due to the fact that 
within its natural range, it may 
encounter several different water 
conditions. A species forced to 
handle different environments and 
arbitrary alterations (brought on by 
varying water flow from streams) 
must be able to cope with diverse 
habitats.
Close to the sea, the Niger Delta’s 
water is hard, alkaline, and slightly 
brackish. On the other hand, the 
streams that feed the delta are 
much less hard and alkaline, and 
they do not get any saltwater. 
The lowest-lying streams are 
actually soft and acidic blackwater 
habitats.
P. pulcher inhabits both slow- and 
fast-moving waters but is only 
present where it can find dense 
underwater vegetation. The water 
in its natural environment usually 
stays around 75° to 79°F (24° to 
26°C), and most localities have 
soft water and a pH value of 5.6 
to 6.9. Tank-raised specimens are 
normally more tolerant to alkaline 
conditions (in some instances, up 
to a pH of 8.5!) than wild-caught 

ones. 

KRIBENSIS CARE
Kribensis cichlids are hardy 
and do not grow very large, two 
factors that make them possible 
to keep, even in small aquariums. 
A 10-gallon (38-liter) aquarium is 
large enough for a single pair, but 
if you wish to combine them with 
other fish, you’ll need more space. 
Despite being fairly peaceful 
creatures, both sexes will grow 
territorial and aggressive while 
protecting their spawn. Therefore, 
it is important that the aquarium 

includes natural borders and at 
least one cave to provide hiding 
spots for other fish.
In the wild, kribs are only found in 
environments containing patches 
of dense underwater vegetation, 
and will appreciate having plants 
in the tank. Kribs normally don’t 
eat them, so you can use live 
flora to decorate the tank if you 
wish. However, it’s a good idea to 
protect the plant base with heavy 
stones, or choose species that 
tolerate being uprooted since they 
sometimes dig. Due to this digging 
habit, sand or fine gravel without 

“Before letting the fry out, the female always scouts the territory to 
make sure it’s safe.”

. “In the wild, kribs are only found in environments containing 
patches of dense underwater vegetation, and will appreciate having 

plants in the tank.”
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any sharp edges is recommended 
as bottom substrate in order to 
prevent injury.
Kribs are often kept in community 
aquariums with other fairly passive 
fish, such as other dwarf cichlids, 
tetras, and small barbs. They 
should not be housed with slow-
moving species with long and 
flowing fins because they can turn 
into fin nippers in such company. 
It is never a good idea to house 
these fish in an aquarium without 
a cave. They love hiding spots, 
and providing at least one will 
make them much happier, while 
also decreasing the risk that they’ll 
become overly aggressive during 
the breeding period. By cleverly 
using numerous caves and natural 
borders, it is even possible to 
house several couples in the 
same tank. Flowerpots, coconut 
shells, or PVC pipes will be just as 
appreciated—but make sure there 
is an opening just large enough for 
the fish to use as their entrance.
Use plants, rocks, and other 
decorations to make it possible for 
the couple to claim a small territory 
around their cave. Otherwise, 
they may end up trying to defend 
the entire tank from perceived 
“intruders.” If they still act violently 
toward other fish outside of their 
territory, the aquarium may be too 
densely stocked. Bottom and cave 
dwellers are especially shunned 
because they will compete for 
space. 
Kribs are omnivores and therefore 
very easy to feed. They will 
readily accept most types of food. 
Keeping them on a varied diet will 
boost their immune system and 
provide a more comfortable life for 
them in captivity.

BREEDING
Sexing P. pulcher is not hard 
because adult females display 
brighter belly colors than the 
males. During breeding periods, 
a female’s belly develops 
the characteristic cherry red 
coloration. She is also smaller 
than the male, but at first glance 

can appear to be the larger of 
the two. This is because she is 
much more plump than the male. 
Measured from head to tail, the 
male is longer, but his body is 
more streamlined. Another way of 
sexing them is to look at the dorsal 
fin: if it ends in a point, you are 
looking at a male.
It is common for kribs to start 
courting within a week of being 
introduced to the tank, and 
any coaxing from the aquarist 
is usually superfluous. If your 
couple seems reluctant to breed, 
increase the water temperature to 
80°F (27°C) and provide several 
suitable caves for them to explore. 
Feeding them plenty of live, meaty 
food can also induce spawning 
behavior. Despite being tolerant of 
a wide range of water parameters, 
they are more inclined to spawn in 
soft and acidic water.
Kribensis cichlids are devoted 
parents that form monogamous 
pairs and raise their offspring 
together. During spawning, the 
female deposits 50 to 300 eggs, 
usually in the roof of a cave. The 
male fertilizes them and both 
parents guard the eggs, taking 

shifts to allow each other to feed. 
The male also spends a lot of his 
time guarding the surrounding 
area from intruders.
When the eggs hatch after roughly 
three days, the tiny offspring will 
be moved to a pit or some other 
safe spot deemed suitable by the 
adults. At this stage, they are small 
enough to be moved inside their 
parents’ mouths. Their first food 
is usually tiny organic matter, but 
they are soon large enough to 
eat powdered flakes and newly 
hatched brine shrimp.
After five to ten days, the fry are 
usually large enough to be brought 
out of the cave to attend feeding 
excursions. However, they will 
still spend each night inside the 
cave where they were born, or any 
other cave deemed safe enough. 
The female also starts taking the 
offspring out on small trips around 
the tank, hastily scurrying them 
back into their hiding spot as soon 
as she perceives any possible 
danger in the environment. Before 
letting the fry out, the female 
always scouts the territory to make 
sure it’s safe.
Raising P. pulcher fry is usually not 

 “Kribensis cichlids are devoted parents that form 
monogamous pairs and raise their offspring together.”

”
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a problem because the parents do 
most of the work. As the fry grow 
larger, simply serve them ground 
flakes and larger and larger brine 
shrimp until they eat the same 
food as the adults. Ideally, the fry 
should stay with their parents until 
they are at least ½-inch (1.5-cm) 
long. Removing them too soon can 
make the male harass the female 
to death, as he’ll want to spawn 
again and she won’t be physically 
ready at this point.
If the parents eat their own 
offspring or fail to protect them 
from predators, don’t give up. They 
will soon spawn again, and most 
couples get the hang of it after 
a few trial runs. An established 
couple can be expected to spawn 
over and over again as long as 
both individuals are healthy.
Because they are dedicated 
parents, kribs become aggressive 
while protecting their young. 
This aggression is usually not a 
problem if the aquarium is large 
enough, but they will protect egg 
and fry—violently, if necessary. 
Giving a couple their own breeding 
aquarium is therefore the best 
solution in some situations. 

OTHER PELVICACHROMIS 
SPECIES
The genus Pelvicachromis 
contains a number of other 
species in addition to the famous 
P. pulcher. Sometimes you will find 
them under their correct names 
in fish stores and on price lists, 
but encountering them under 
erroneous labels is (unfortunately) 
also quite possible. Some sellers 
will just label them as “wild kribs” 
or make up a name for them 
based on appearance. With a little 
research and armed with some 
useful information, you will be 
able to spot—and care for—some 
of the most commonly occurring 
species and variants. However, if 
you don’t know which species or 
variant you have, soft, acidic water 
and a temperature in the 75° to 
79°F (24° to 26°C) range is usually 
the safest bet.

“P. subocellatus is hardier and less aggressive than the common krib 
and will grow to roughly the same size.”

“Compared to most other members of its genus, P. subocellatus has a very high 
body. The female is more colorful than the male and is adorned with the yellow 

cheeks from which this species’ common name derives.”

P. RUBROLABIATUS
Described in 2004, P. rubrolabiatus 
is a fairly new addition to the 
genus Pelvicachromis. The name 
is derived from the Latin words 
rubrum (red) and labia (lip), and 
alludes to the red lips sported by 
male members of this species. It 
has been available for many years 
under the label P. sp. “Bandi II.”
This species will grow bigger 
than other members of its genus 
and will display seven dark 
vertical bars on the body. Male 
P. rubrolabiatus also distinguish 
themselves from males of other 
species in the same genus by not 
having any coloration or patterning 
on the fins.
P. rubrolabiatus is native to the 

Kolenté River basin in Guinea, 
where it inhabits soft, acidic 
waterways that flow through 
forested areas. Keep the water 
soft and the pH value below 6.0 in 
the aquarium. Being an omnivore, 
it needs both green and meaty 
foods in its diet to stay happy and 
healthy in captivity. Be forewarned 
that this is a fairly hostile species.
 
P. SUBOCELLATUS
The yellow-cheeked kribensis (P. 
subocellatus) was described in 
1872. There have been a lot of 
mix-ups and mislabeled fish in the 
aquarium trade, so older accounts 
regarding this species are not 
always reliable. The specific name 
subocellatus is derived from two 
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“Sexing P. pulcher is not hard because adult females display brighter belly 
colors than the males. During breeding periods, a female’s belly develops 

the characteristic cherry red coloration. ”

Latin words: sub, which signifies 
“under,” and ocellatus, which 
means “spot.”
Compared to most other members 
of its genus, P. subocellatus has 
a very high body. The female 
is more colorful than the male 
and is adorned with the yellow 
cheeks from which this species’ 
common name derives. She also 
sports a striking, reflective white 
pattern on her dorsal fins, and 
the color of her belly intensifies 
to pinkish red, bordered by two 
broad stripes of blackberry blue 
during the spawning period. The 
yellow coloration is also found 
on the end of her tail and on the 
upper half of the caudal fin, along 
with numerous black spots. These 
spots are also present on the back 
half of the dorsal fin. 
The male also has some yellow on 
his cheeks, but the shade is more 
pastel than bright. The unpaired 
fins are also a bit yellow, but 
without any spotting. His dorsal fin 
sports a lavender band just below 
the red edge. During breeding 
periods, his belly will turn pinkish 
red, and the same can happen 
when he gets territorial.
P. subocellatus is hardier and less 
aggressive than the common krib 
and will grow to roughly the same 
size. It is actually quite strange 
that P. pulcher is so much more 
widespread in the hobby than this 
charming little fellow. Maybe it has 
to do with the fact that the fry of 
this species can be a bit tricky to 
keep alive.
The range of P. subocellatus 
spans from Gabon to Congo in 
Western Africa, where it can be 
found in a wide variety of habitats, 
including brackish water. The 
northernmost part of its range 
borders that of P. taeniatus, while 
its other geographical limit is 
the mouth of the Congo River. 
In captivity, it can be housed in 
both soft and hard water, and will 
tolerate a pH value from 6.0 to 
8.0. This doesn’t mean that you 
should allow the parameters to 
swing back and forth; always give 

your fish a chance to unhurriedly 
grow accustomed to new 
conditions through slow, gradual 
changes. The recommended water 
temperature for this species is 72° 
to 79°F (22° to 26°C).
Due to its comparatively calm 
temperament, P. subocellatus 
is kept in both community 
and species tanks. A densely 
planted aquarium with plenty of 
caves and other hiding spots is 
recommended. This species is not 
fond of sharp light, so use floating 
plants to keep its home shaded. If 
your fish remain shy despite this, 
try adding some dither fish to the 
setup.

 P. TAENIATUS
An active and beautiful species, 
P. taeniatus is comparatively 
easy to keep and breed. It is 
peaceful enough to introduce into 
a community aquarium with other 
nonviolent species, as long as the 
tank is properly decorated with 
caves, hiding spots, and natural 
territorial borders.
P. taeniatus is one of the most 
colorful members of its genus and 
has the smallest adult male size. 
The body is slim, and the males 
actually rival females in terms of 
color. This species comes in a vast 
array of different color morphs, 
and we will hopefully have an even 

“The taxonomic status of the rainbow krib (P. sacrimontis) is 
currently under debate. It was first described in 1977, but this 

description lacked a type specimen.” 
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broader spectrum to choose from in the future, 
as its native West African home is thoroughly 
researched by scientists and fish exporters. 
This species is found in coastal Nigeria, 
Cameroon, and Equatorial Guinea, where it 
inhabits still and slow-moving streams and rivers 
that run through forested regions. Soft and 
acidic water is recommended. Keep the water 
temperature in the 72° to 79°F (22° to 26°C) 
range with a pH of 6.0.
Vigorous water movement and harsh aquarium 
lighting are not appreciated by these fish. Include 
floating plants in the setup to dim the light, which 
will make them feel safer. As with all kribs, caves 
are virtually mandatory if you want them to stay 
happy and healthy. P. taeniatus fares best on a 
varied omnivore diet, with plenty of veggies and 
occasional servings of live or frozen meaty foods.
 
P. SACRIMONTIS
The taxonomic status of the rainbow krib (P. 
sacrimontis) is currently under debate. It was first 
described in 1977, but this description lacked a 
type specimen. Some authorities recognize it as 
a separate species, while others instead classify 
it as P. pulcher. It lives just east of the Niger River 
delta in Nigeria.
A juvenile rainbow krib is virtually 
indistinguishable from a juvenile P. pulcher, 
but it will eventually develop one of its first 
distinctive features: a shimmering turquoise blue 
patch on the cheeks and gill covers. Rainbow 

kribs maintain this color even when stressed, 
something to keep in mind when trying to 
recognize them in the fish store.
An adult female has uniformly dark dorsal fins 
without the golden border seen in P. pulcher 
females. During breeding periods her belly is 
scarlet red. While in spawning condition, two 
fairly dark longitudinal bands will run along her 
sides. These bands begin to fade as she starts 
caring for her offspring.
The male is just as ostentatious as the female, 
with one color morph showing a yellow belly and 
the other variant showing a red one. In the red-
bellied color morph, the red proceeds from the 
belly to the lower half of the face.
 
KRIB NOTES
Most aquarists are familiar with the common krib, 
partly because it’s so easy to breed in captivity, 
which makes it possible for pet shops to keep the 
price down. If you’re willing to spend a bit more, 
there is a long list of other interesting species 
in the genus Pelvicachromis to choose from, all 
more or less similar to P. pulcher but with their 
own distinct appearance, temperament, and 
habits. They are sometimes imported under their 
true names and sometimes mistakenly shipped 
together with wild-caught P. pulcher. For the 
aquarist who knows what to look for, it is quite 
frequently possible to find hidden treasures in 
display tanks labeled Pelvicachromis pulcher, or 
simply “wild krib.” 

“An active and beautiful species, P. taeniatus is comparatively easy to keep and breed. It is peaceful 
enough to introduce into a community aquarium with other nonviolent species, as long as the tank is 

properly decorated with caves, hiding spots, and natural territorial borders.”
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Marine

By: Bob Fenner

The Racoon 

Butterflyfish!

“The raccoon butterflyfishes are two of the best of the family. As 
omnivorous feeders on sedentary invertebrates and plankton, they 

easily adapt to aquarium fare.”

What’s your favorite butterflyfish? A 
“Heni,” threadfin, a golden, a double 
saddle-back? At the top of my personal 

list are the two—yes, two—raccoon butterflies, 
Chaetodon lunula (“Key-toe-don lew-new-lah”) 
and Chaetodon fasciatus (“fah-see-ah-tus”).

These B/Fs (industry shorthand for butterflyfishes) 
are hardy, disease-resistant, ready eaters to the 
point of being porky, and strikingly beautiful. As 
marines go, they’re moderately inexpensive and 

readily available. Specimens that have been 
conscientiously collected, held, and transported 
are long-lived in captivity. Ones that have not will 
be easy for you to discern with the information 
offered here.

Classification: Taxonomy and Relation to 
Other Groups

The raccoons are just two of 88 species in the 
giant genus Chaetodon, of the butterflyfish family 
Chaetodontidae, which consists of 10 genera and 

Chaetodon lunula and Chaetodon fasciatus



 www.thefishkeeper.co.za January/February 2020   the fishkeeper 35

“Raccoon butterflies are most often seen singly, periodically in pairs, only 
occasionally in groups.” 

“Though not as attractive as its namesake in the Red Sea, C. fasciatus, the 
Indo-Pacific raccoon is just as hardy, and it’s a very good choice for eating pest 
Aiptasia anemones in reef tanks, though it will consume coral polyps in some 

cases.”

some 120 nominal species.

Chaetodon lunula, “the” raccoon 
butterfly, is found widely throughout 
the tropical Indo-Pacific, eastward 
even to Hawaii (my favorite source), 
and westward to the Indian Ocean, 
but it is missing from the Red 
Sea. Though not as attractive as 
its namesake in the Red Sea, C. 
fasciatus, the Indo-Pacific raccoon 
is just as hardy, and it’s a very good 
choice for eating pest Aiptasia 
anemones in reef tanks, though it 
will consume coral polyps in some 
cases.

The Red Sea raccoon butterfly is so 
named for its restricted distribution, 
found only in the Red Sea and the 
adjoining Gulf of Aden. Happily for 
the world of marine aquarists, Red 
Sea livestock is becoming much 
more available in terms of numbers 
to be had and lowered cost. C. 
fasciatus is a beauty that will eat all 
types of foods in captivity, including 
coral polyps. It grows to some 10 
inches (25 cm) in length in the wild 
but only about half that in captivity.

Both species bear black and white 
crescent bands over the face and 
eyes, imitating the raccoon-mask 
face of their terrestrial namesake. 
They’re similarly colored: yellow, 
black, and white on first glance, yet 
look closer. The Red Sea species 
lacks the Indo-Pacific’s caudal 
peduncle (the area right before the 
tail fin) black spot and the oblique 
yellow stripes behind the head. 
Note also the differences in the 
Red Sea species’ white masking 
(it has less of it); its bolder, more 
variegated body band markings; 
and its gorgeous red margining on 
the unpaired fins.

Size
Raccoons can reach more than 9 
inches (23 cm) in total length and 
grow an inch (2.5 cm) or more in 
half a year. Not the biggest B/Fs, 
but close. They need room to swim 
and grow.

Selection: General to Specific
  The following course of observation 
and action is important in selecting 
a healthy butterflyfish:
   1) Timeliness: how long has 
the dealer had the fish? I strongly 
suggest holding off purchasing 
butterflies for a good week or two 
after arrival. Shaky individuals will 
have straightened out by then, or 
gone the route.
   
   2) Feeding: any marine fish of 
considerable cost should have to 
pass the acid-test of whether it is 

eating. No feeding, no sale.
   3) Appearance: being off-color 
and having any reddening of the 
mouth or fin bases should disqualify 
a prospective purchase. Most 
often because they have suffered 
mishandling, such specimens 
refuse food and rarely recuperate.

   4) Size on acquisition: small and 
large butterflies ship and adapt 
poorly; avoid those under 3 inches 
(7.5 cm) and over 5 inches (12.5 
cm) if at all possible. Intermediate-
size specimens acclimate well to 
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“The Red Sea raccoon butterfly is so named for its restricted distribution, 
found only in the Red Sea and the adjoining Gulf of Aden.” 

captive conditions.

Collecting Your Own
It’s possible to collect butterflyfishes 
on your own if you just happen to be 
in the area. The raccoons and all 
other butterflyfishes are captured 
using a “fence net” arranged as a 
barrier, and hand nets (and possibly 
poles) to drive intended specimens 
against it.

Environmental Conditions
Habitat 

Raccoon B/Fs live in shallow 
regions of coral reefs with both 
ready holes to swim in/out and dive 
into, and plenty of open space. 
Note that these species can and 
do get pretty big (more than hand 
size) and don’t tolerate crowding; 
a small specimen requires a good 
15 gallons (57 liters) itself, a larger 
individual a minimum of thirty 
gallons (114 liters).

Chemical/Physical
Butterflyfishes as a whole do not 
appreciate much in the way of 
nitrite or nitrates. A successful 
approach to their keeping is to 
place them into established (six 
months plus) aquariums that are 
adequately equipped with filtration 
geared toward maintaining low 
organic concentrations (e.g., foam 
fractionation, chemical absorbers).

Steady and high specific gravity 
(1.025 for both species), and pH 
(ideally 8.3) are requisite. Bottom 
line: these fishes need consistent 
high-quality water.

Filtration
A “dream” filter setup might involve 
a separate “refugium” aquarium to 
circulate water to and from your 
main display system. This other 
tank would have its own lighting 
gear and be filled chock-a-block 
with thriving live rock, a live sand 
arrangement to eliminate nitrates, 
heating, and a protein skimmer. 
It would even provide some 
supplemental live food!

Territoriality
Raccoon butterflies are most often 
seen singly, periodically in pairs, 
only occasionally in groups. Unless 
you purchase or capture them 
together, though, they are best 
kept one to a tank. Likewise, other 
butterflyfish family members can 
butt heads should they be closely 
matched size-wise or if the system 
is crowded. My suggestion is to 
keep an inch or so difference in your 
new chaetodonts and introduce the 
smallest first, with a span of a few 
weeks between them.

Introduction and Acclimation
Following a two-week quarantine 
(or at least a brief freshwater dip), 
even coming from a reputable 
dealer, a mixing or dripping of 
waters acclimation procedure 
should be followed, placing the new 
specimen in its new home under low 
illumination for a day. Do this when 
you have time to observe carefully. 
The first minutes to an hour are 
critical in terms of determining 
whether or not the raccoon will take 
or be accepted by its tankmates. 
Watch your livestock.

Above: Chaetodon lunula

Below:Chaetodon faciatus
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“Raccoon B/Fs live in shallow regions of coral reefs with both ready 
holes to swim in/out and dive into, and plenty of open space.”

Predator/Prey Relations
I’ve heard of small Chaetodon 
lunula kept in reef setups, but I 
don’t advise it; raccoons will pick at 
coral and sample other soft-bodied 
invertebrates to pieces. Raccoons 
are good community fishes for fish-
only systems. Other fish species 
leave them alone, unless they’re 
bite-size, and they are generally 
“live and let live” in attitude, with 
the possible exception of members 
of their own kind and butterflies of 
similar size and shape.
 

Reproduction
Butterflyfishes are egg-scatterers, 
releasing their gametes to the 
whims of surface currents cued 
by moon and tides. Larval young 
develop through a strange armored 
“tholichthys” stage as pelagic 
plankton, settling down (hopefully) 
as miniature adults. Like most other 
chaetodonts, the raccoon species 
are indistinguishable sexually. All 
specimens offered for sale are 
wild-caught.
 

Feeding: Types, Frequency, 
Amount, Wastes

As mentioned previously, both 
raccoon species are enthusiastic 
eaters. Once they have been 
trained to accept non-living foods 
you will have to literally “beat them 
with a stick” to keep them from 
feeding. New arrivals may require 
live offerings initially; brine shrimp 
and tubifex work well, as does 
an opened fresh clam. In the wild 
raccoon B/Fs feed primarily at night, 
so initially offering food toward the 
evening is worth considering.

I have seen these fishes maintained 
on little more than dry-prepared 
foodstuffs, but with consequent 
loss of color and vitality. Do 
alternate meaty foods into their 
diets (shrimp, clam, mussel, frozen 
insect larvae, etc.) on a regular and 
frequent basis. B/Fs are browsers 
that become bored and skinny 
when fed only once a day; feed 
often in small amounts.

Disease: Infectious, Parasitic, 
Nutritional, Genetic, Social

   Except when exposed to new 
livestock that has brought in bugs 
with it, these fishes are historically 
clean. If yours look punkish and 
are refusing food, look first and 
foremost to diminished water 
quality and second to bullying 
by a tankmate. Be cautious as to 
unnecessarily treating these fishes 
(and your other marine livestock) 
with medications. The dreaded 
saltwater ich (Cryptocaryon) may 
be cured via standard copper 
treatment, but it is best to avoid it 

entirely through quarantine and/or 
dipping.
 

Add a Raccoon
The raccoon butterflyfishes are 
two of the best of the family. As 
omnivorous feeders on sedentary 
invertebrates and plankton, they 
easily adapt to aquarium fare.
For chaetodonts, they’re parasite-
resistant. What’s more, both 
are beautiful and interesting 
behaviorally. If you have an 
uncrowded, spacious system that 
is well established and filtered, do 
consider an aquatic raccoon.

“Both species bear black and white crescent bands over the face and eyes, 
imitating the raccoon-mask face of their terrestrial namesake.”
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2020 Products 
to try:

By: Angela Beckx

Some Koi products I like to use are Barley 
straw liquids, air pumps and filter boosters. 
There are many nice to have koi products 

out there but below are some products that benefit 
both yourself as well as your koi when you use 
them.

Barley Straw extract.
This product is great to prevent the growth of 
algae in your ponds. It is more of a prevention 
product as opposed to a common algicide you get 
at your local pet stores. You might need to use 
both types of products if you have green water 

KOI

“There are many nice to have koi products out there but 
below are some products that benefit both yourself as 

well as your koi when you use them.” 

Barley Straw to clear green 
water, Air pumps and Bacteria 

boosters for Koi ponds.
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to start with. Once you have got rid of the green 
water you can then use Barley straw as a natural 
way to prevent the pond going green again. The 
barley straw releases a chemical reaction that 
helps inhibit the growth of algae in your pond. The 
barley straw extract must be used weekly at first 
then once a month as a maintenance dose.

Air Pumps.
Air pumps are a must for everyone. Air pumps 
give off oxygen to the entire pond and filtration 
systems. They circulate water from the bottom 
of the pond to the top. This is known as vertical 
circulation.  Air pumps often save your koi, as if 
your main pump stops working or needs to go in 
for repairs you have your air pump as a safety net 
to provide the much-needed oxygen to keep your 
koi alive. If you are having power problems, an 
air pump does not draw a lot of power and they 
can be set up to run off a generator or UPS and 
run for hours until your power is restored. This is 
especially needed in South Africa now with load 
shedding that is happening.
Air pumps are available in electromagnetic and 
diaphragm models. The diaphragm models are 
quieter and last longer. You can add small round 
air stones, air curtains or flat disc 250mm air 
stones that attach to your bottom drains. You can 
even get diffuser bottom drains and install them 
when building a new koi pond. They have a built-in 
air stone into the drain lids and blow air from the 
floor to the surface. 

Bacteria Boosters.
Bacteria boosters help speed up the process of 
seeding a new filter system. They give new ponds 
a head start that make the pond livable for your 
koi fish.
The boosters enhance the water by reducing 
the concentration of Ammonia, Nitrite, Nitrate 
and Phosphate. They reduce solids and organic 
wastes as well as reduce the algae bloom.  You 
can use bacteria boosters as a once off or you 
can use it once a week to make sure your filtration 
system is always working at its full potential. 

“You can use bacteria boosters as a once off or you can use it once a week to make sure your 
filtration system is always working at its full potential.”
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Advertise here for only 

R200!!
Why? Because we offer the best rates for 

digital advertising, in a publication that goes 
directly to your target audience!

Contact Matt on 

editor@thefishkeeper.co.za 

Advertiser’s Index

Advertise in The Fishkeeper ......04,40

APSA ..............................................41

Avi-Plus...........................................02

Biocentric.........................................41

Koi@Jungle ....................................41

Marine Aquarium SA.......................02

Tropical Aquarium SA.....................41

Ultimate Exotics...............................02

Samaki Kings...................................42

Advertise in:

Ad Size Price

Small Block R140.00

Large Block R239.00

Sixth Page R383.00

Quarter Page R855.00

Third Page R1098.00

Half Page R1607.00

Full Page R3060.00

WHY? Because we offer the best rates for digital advertising, in a publication that 
goes directly to your target audience. Reach the customers you want to, in a bi-monthly 

publication that talks to your market. 

Contact us on editor@thefishkeeper.co.za for more information and to book your space 
TODAY!

Like 
us on 

Facebook
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* Show quality Japanese & local Koi
* Koi food and accessories
* Custom designed ponds & filter equipment
* Goldfish tropicals & small pet accessories
* Open 7 days a week

Contact Warren or Angela on:
Tel: 031 209 8781

Cell:  074 158 0279
Email: info@koiatjungle.co.za

829 King Cetshwayo Highway 
(Jan Smuts) Sherwood Durban.

We specialize in:

www.koiatjungle.co.za
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Contact Siv 0833892369
 Talha 0834617550

South Africa’s leaders in Wild 
caught Rift lake Cichlids!

WWW.SAMAKIKINGS.COM

December Shipment Availabilty List

Cyathopharynx foai Kipili
Eretmodus Kipili
Tropheus bricardi Kipili
Paracyprichromis nigripinnis Mvuna Island
Boops Nkondwe Island
Sexfasciatus Nkondwe Island
Nasuta Kipili
Papilo Kipili
Bento tricoti
Ventralis Kipili
Leptosoma Nkondwe Island
Leptosoma Ulwile Island
Compressiceps Nkondwe Island
Cyprichromis sp Kipili Zebra
Cyprichromis sp Mvuna Island
Longiventralis Ulwile Island
Frontosa Mvuna Island
Neolamprologus cylindricus Mvuna Island
Julidochromis marksmithi Kipili
Neolamprologus brevianalis Mvuna Island


