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And just like that we have come to 
the end of another year!

This final edition for the year provides 
some really interesting reading, from 
how to keep the real-life species that 
you can find in the movie Finding 
Dory, to how you can build a very cost 
effective Koi pond using just pond 
liner which is readily available and 
reasonable in price. December project 
maybe ? 
You will have all the reading you need 
to cover you for the festive season.

Finally we would like to thank every 
single one of you for the support 
over the last year and for reading our 
magazine. 
Many of you have written in mentioning 
how you look forward to every edition 
that is put out. This is great to hear as 
we strive to bring you the best possible  
source of Freshwater and Marine 
Aquaria information that we possibly 
can.

Alot has happened this year with regards to The Fishkeeper magazine. We 
went fully digital in March, which also saw us start offering the magazine 
out free of charge. We also changed hands as of September which was 
seen as the best option for the magazine and its future.

We are thoroughly looking forward to what 2020 brings as we have quite 
a few ideas for The Fishkeeper and where we would like to take it and 
hopefully we are able to fulfill these rather sooner than later.

Thank you again for all your support. We wish you and your families a safe 
a happy festive season and all the best for 2020!

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

The Editor

Editorial

18

40
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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

Breeding
Neolamprologus
Caudopunctatus

By: Iggy Tavares ,PhD

Photo by Peter Maguire

lifestyles, and spawning patterns of these cichlids 
make them interesting additions to the home 
aquarium. I am particularly attracted to some of 
the smaller species, which are easy to maintain 
and study in medium to small aquaria. One such 
species is Neolamprologus caudopunctatus.

Picking Out a Pair
A population of Neolamprologus caudopunctatus 
(Poll, 1978) is found along the Zambian shores 
of Lake Tanganyika near Cape Chitika and 
Nkamba Bay. This biotope consists mainly of 
sand-covered floor with rocky outcrops and water 

Lake Tanganyika is a deep-water, rift valley lake in 
East Africa with a myriad of different underwater 
habitats, ranging from rocky shores to sand-
covered floors to deep water, with plenty of 
variation in between. Over time, a few hundred 
different endemic species of cichlid have evolved 
to occupy the different niches in the lake, from 
tiny ones such as Neolamprologus multifasciatus 
to large ones such as Cyphotilapia frontosa 
and Boulengerochromis microlepis. More and 
more cichlids of Lake Tanganyika have become 
available to the fish hobbyist in the past couple 
of decades. The varied colors and body shapes, 

“These are fish with character, and they make 
excellent additions to a community tank of dwarf 
shell-dwelling cichlids where they occupy the free 
space between shells when they are not breeding.”
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depths that can range from 6 feet 
to more than 50 feet. The water 
here is hard and alkaline (hardness 
11 to 17 degrees, pH 7.8 to 8.8) 
with a surface water temperature 
from 75° to 84°F (24° to 29°C). 
Here, during the day, shoals of 
N. caudopunctatus can be found 
hovering about 3 feet from the lake 
floor feeding on zooplankton. 
N. caudopunctatus are cream-
colored, torpedo-shaped fish. 
Males can eventually grow to 3 
inches, while the females stay 
at 2½ inches. The caudal fin of 
these fish has pearl-colored spots 
that reflect light, giving rise to its 
Latin name “caudopunctatus.” The 
dorsal and anal fins are yellow, 
while the pelvic fins show a lot of 
white, particularly near the tips. 
Their blue-rimmed eyes nicely 
round off a good-looking fish. The 
male is only distinguishable from 
the female because he is slightly 
larger and has slightly longer 
pelvic fins. N. caudopunctatus 
do have an attractive fright or 
stress coloration, where they put 
on brown vertical stripes and look 
completely different. This pattern 
is also displayed when male fish 
are defending territory against 
other males, when they take a 
threatening head-down stance as 
they face off, usually at the edges 
of their territory.
I came across some N. 
caudopunctatus at one of my local 
tropical fish outlets in South London, 
United Kingdom. Here I noted 
that two fish were spending time 
together, which is usually indicative 
of a male and female fish in pre-
spawning mode. Male and female 
N. caudopunctatus look very much 
alike, and it can be difficult to pick 
a pair, especially if all the fish are 
the same size. I could therefore not 
pass up this opportunity, so I made 
the purchase.

A Community Tank
The pair that I purchased was 
initially placed in a 36-inch long 
(28-gallon)community aquarium 
containing pairs of Neolamprologus 

“N. caudopunctatus are cream-colored, torpedo-shaped fish. Males can 
eventually grow to 3 inches, while the females stay at 2½ inches.”

“In Lake Tanganyika, where the rocky sand-strewn biotope of N. 
caudopunctatus is devoid of Neothauma tanganyicense shells, the wild 

cichlids excavate holes under a rock to spawn. ”

“N. caudopunctatus fry are smaller than that of Tanganyikan 
shell-dwelling cichlids and hence need a little more care and 

attention in the first few weeks of their life. ”
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barnacle cluster for their base but still spent a lot 
of time swimming around the tank. This behavior 
was quite different from the other shell dwellers in 
the tank, as those appeared tied to their shells and 
never ventured far from their abode.
The barnacle cluster was close to the shells 
occupied by the N. multifasciatus, who now came 
under sporadic attack from the N. caudopunctatus. 
Both pairs of N. multifasciatus stoutly defended 
their space. The barnacle cluster was moved 
away from the N. multifasciatus, causing the N. 
caudopunctatus to dive into the cluster during the 
move, only to appear in their fright colors as brown 
striped fish. The N. caudopunctatus were less 
than happy with the new position of the barnacle 
cluster and rejected it as home. They now started 
exploring other possibilities such as a large shell 
recently placed in the tank. 
I wanted to raise the young N. caudopunctatus, so 
the pair was moved to its own smaller tank.

Breeding Behavior in a Small Aquarium
The pair of N. caudopunctatus was placed in 
the small tank (20 x 10 x 10 inches, 9 gallons) 
together with the large shell that they had been 

“A population of Neolamprologus caudopunctatus (Poll, 1978) is found along the Zambian shores 
of Lake Tanganyika near Cape Chitika and Nkamba Bay.”

brevis and Lamprologus ornatipinnis and two 
pairs of Neolamprologus multifasciatus. This tank 
was filled with hard London tap water (15 degrees 
hardness, pH 7.8) maintained at a temperature 
around 77°F (25°C) by a heater thermostat. The 
tank had an undergravel filter covered by a 3-inch 
bed of large gravel, which was not moved much 
by the cichlids (probably because of the large 
grain size). Water quality was maintained by a 
25-percent water change every two weeks. Lots 
of shells provided homes for the L. brevis and 
N. multifasciatus while the L. ornatipinnis moved 
between shells and barnacle clusters also present 
in the tank. All the cichlids, including the newly 
introduced N. caudopunctatus, did well on a staple 
diet of good quality flake and granular food, which 
was supplemented once a week with some frozen 
brine shrimp.
The N. caudopunctatus settled down well in 
this aquarium, and within a few days they were 
swimming together as a pair throughout the open 
spaces in the tank. As they swam around, both the 
male and female were frequently touching each 
other, and I knew it was a sign of pre-spawning 
behavior. Within two weeks they had selected a 



 www.thefishkeeper.co.za November/December 2019   the fishkeeper 9

occasionally using and the barnacle cluster. This 
tank also contained a pair of blue-bellied Limia 
melanogaster livebearers. The tank had a fine 
coral sand substrate and an internal air-powered 
box filter. After a period of adjustment to their new 
environment in the small tank, the pair carried on 
where they had left off in the community tank. Their 
behavior included swimming together throughout 
the tank, fin flaring displays, and touching each 
other with their heads. The blue-bellied limia for 
the most part stayed near the water surface.
The large shell I placed in the tank was accepted as 
home, and both fish would enter and spend a little 
time in there. Also, when they felt threatened they 
would dive into the shell, which was big enough 
to hold both of them comfortably. They did not 
rearrange the fine coral sand substrate around their 
shell very much. Their gentle displays continued 
for about two weeks. However, on one occasion I 
did observe a short burst of mouth wrestling and 
presumed that spawning was not far off. As if on 
cue, one morning I noted five tiny fry outside the 
shell. Both parents were in attendance, with the 
female appearing to be dominant guardian. With 
so few fry, I left the pair of livebearers in the tank 

“All the cichlids, including the newly introduced N. caudopunctatus, did well on a 
staple diet of good quality flake and granular food, which was supplemented once 

a week with some frozen brine shrimp.”

to act as dither fish, and I was not surprised when 
the fry had disappeared a few days later. About 
two weeks later, two new fry appeared with both 
parents remaining alert and still sharing their shell 
home. Again the fry disappeared after a few days.
A week later there was a change in behavior. 
The female was now acting rather aggressively, 
and the male was banished to the outskirts of the 
territory, which in real terms translated to some 6 
inches away from the shell. Here the male sulked, 
occasionally chasing the dither fish and putting 
on his brown striped coloration quite frequently. I 
never actually saw the female attacking the male, 
and in any case the tank offered a lot of cover 
in terms of barnacle clusters and Java moss. 
Moreover, if the male was close enough to the 
shell when I occasionally disturbed the tank to 
take photographs, both the male and female still 
dived into the shell.
Several days later there was a nice group of 
fry outside the shell, with only the female in 
attendance. I immediately removed the dither 
fish, which were cowering in the tank corners 
and being kept there by both the male and the 
female N. caudopunctatus. I left the male in the 
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tank, as he did not appear to be in any danger. 
The fry were smaller and slimmer than those 
of other shell-dweller fry such as L. brevis or L. 
ornatipinnis. Their behavior was also different in 
that they hovered all around the shell, while for the 
most part the fry of the other species are ground-
hogging; for this reason N. caudopunctatus fry 
are easily lost if there are any other fish in the 
tank. I started the fry off on fry food and finely 
ground flake food. As they got a little bigger their 
diet was supplemented with newly hatched brine 
shrimp nauplii and microworms. On this mixed 
diet I managed to grow 10 fry from this batch to 
a reasonable size before passing them on to a 
friend.
The female proved to be a good parent in that she 
kept the dither fish and male at bay. However, if 
I disturbed the tank (to move the Java moss, for 
example) she abandoned the fry and darted into 
her shell. The fry meanwhile dropped to the gravel 
and stayed still, depending on camouflage to save 
them from the perceived danger.
The selection of a shell as the spawning site 
by N. caudopunctatus in my tanks differs from 
what usually happens in the wild. In Lake 

Tanganyika, where the rocky sand-strewn biotope 
of N. caudopunctatus is devoid of Neothauma 
tanganyicense shells, the wild cichlids excavate 
holes under a rock to spawn. In the wild, several 
pairs might spawn in close proximity, each pair 
with just a small territory, giving rise to breeding 
colonies.

Conclusions
The Lake Tanganyikan dwarf cichlid N. 
caudopunctatus, with its pastel body coloration 
nicely offset by blue-rimmed eyes, is an attractive 
fish. These are fish with character, and they make 
excellent additions to a community tank of dwarf 
shell-dwelling cichlids where they occupy the free 
space between shells when they are not breeding.
Alternatively, they are a good choice for a breeding 
project in a small tank. N. caudopunctatus fry are 
smaller than that of Tanganyikan shell-dwelling 
cichlids and hence need a little more care and 
attention in the first few weeks of their life. I have 
thoroughly enjoyed studying and photographing 
N. caudopunctatus, and I would definitely 
recommend this dwarf cichlid to the tropical fish 
hobbyist.

“Their blue-rimmed eyes nicely round off a good-looking fish. The male is only 
distinguishable from the female because he is slightly larger and has slightly 

longer pelvic fins.”
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* Koi food and accessories
* Custom designed ponds & filter equipment
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* Open 7 days a week
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829 King Cetshwayo Highway 
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We specialize in:

www.koiatjungle.co.za
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Marine

Splendid species 
for Novice Marine 

Fishkeepers!
By: Richard Aspinall

Entering the world of marine fishkeeping 
is both fascinating and rewarding, but it 
might also on occasion exasperate and 

disappoint. Novices to the saltwater hobby, even 
with some freshwater fishkeeping experience 
under their belts, are in for a remarkable ride of 
ups and downs as they travel from self-doubting 
beginners to confident marine hobbyists who are 
capable, knowledgeable, and able to provide the 

best conditions for their tank’s inhabitants. 
Keeping marine fish—as with corals, clams, and 
other invertebrates— shouldn’t be something 
that you decide to do on a whim. Novices should 
understand that maintaining a successful marine 
aquarium requires a commitment of time and 
money, as well as patience and the willingness to 
conduct research. The latter two may be the most 
important. If you rush into things, or don’t read up 

“It’s hard to picture a marine aquarium without 
thinking of clownfish. Their astonishing coloration, 
charming demeanor, and symbiotic relationships 
with anemones make them endlessly fascinating “
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“G. loreto is one of the most peaceful of its kind, though it may squabble with 
other fish that look similar to it.”

on the fish and animals you intend 
to keep, you may end up wasting a 
lot of money, killing many amazing 
creatures and giving up on what 
could be a life-changing hobby out 
of frustration. 
Getting a tank properly set up for 
its first fish is a complex subject I 
won’t attempt to cover here, so I’m 
going to assume that your tank 
has already cycled and all the 
equipment is in place, and now you 
are ready to start selecting fish. 
If you’re not sure if your tank is 
ready, then first conduct additional 
research and water tests. Do 
not rush it! A few extra weeks of 
preparation is worth it for a hobby 
that may last a lifetime. 
When you are ready to begin 
stocking, the following are some 
suggestions for a novice marine/
reef fishkeeper interested in 
starting off right.
 

Royal Gramma 
(Gramma loreto)

The royal gramma (Gramma 
loreto) is a wonderful fish from 
the tropical western Atlantic. It 
stays small at around 3 inches 
(7.5 cm), is fantastically colored 
with a half-purple and half-yellow 
coloration, and is easy to feed. It 
will accept frozen foods and some 
dried foods, and will refrain from 
nipping at corals and most sessile 
invertebrates. It might eat small 
shrimps, however, as this carnivore 
takes small crustaceans as its main 
source of nutrition in the wild. 
 
Above all, G. loreto is one of the 
most peaceful of its kind, though it 
may squabble with other fish that 
look similar to it. Offer it a tank of 30 
gallons or more with a lot of open 
rockwork for exploration and it will 
reward you for years to come. Don’t 
try to keep two of them together, 
though, as they would likely fight 
until only one remains.

Percula Clownfish 
(Amphiprion percula)

It’s hard to picture a marine 
aquarium without thinking of 

“The most common clownfish in the hobby is Amphiprion percula. Its 
wild form is a beauty,”

clownfish. Their astonishing 
coloration, charming demeanor, 
and symbiotic relationships with 
anemones make them endlessly 
fascinating, and they are some 
of the most easily cared for and 
readily available marine aquarium 
fish. Even better, they now come in 
many stunning varieties. 
The most common clownfish in 
the hobby is Amphiprion percula. 
Its wild form is a beauty, with 
strong black lines between its 
orange and white patches, but 
its ease of breeding has led 
commercial operations to create 
other interesting color and pattern 

variations in percula clownfish and 
its close relatives. Some aquarists 
disapprove of these morphs, while 
others are avid collectors of each 
variety to hit the stores. 
For the beginner, this means there 
are many inexpensive specimens 
available for the aquarium that 
also do not place stress on wild 
populations. That makes this fish a 
win for everyone in the hobby.  
Clownfish can be kept singly or 
in small groups, but if you want 
to reap the full enjoyment of their 
behavior, try to source two fish 
that have already paired up. You 
don’t have to keep them with an 
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“The magnificent firefish from the Indo- Pacific region lives up to its name. It 
meets all the criteria for being an ideal beginner’s marine fish, as it is small 
and easy to feed, and can be kept in tanks of 10 gallons (38 liters) or more.”

Coral beauties are variable in their 
personalities in my experience. 
Some will be quite ebullient, and 
others, subdued; some will nip 
at coral tips, and others, not at 
all. They are also variable in their 
coloration—some will have more 
orange, and some may be almost 
entirely blue. 
The other fish commonly 
recommended for a first-time dwarf 
angel purchase is the spectacular 
flame angel (C. loriculus). This 
is a superb fish that should be 
considered as potentially reef-safe 
but without any guarantee it won’t 
be a coral nipper. 

Magnificent Firefish 
(Nemateleotris magnifica) 

The magnificent firefish from the 
Indo- Pacific region lives up to its 
name. It meets all the criteria for 
being an ideal beginner’s marine 
fish, as it is small and easy to feed, 
and can be kept in tanks of 10 
gallons (38 liters) or more.  
Firefish spend their time hovering 
over the substrate, picking out 
pieces of passing food from the 
water. In captivity they will take 
mysis shrimp and other frozen 
crustacean prey that passes 
through the current. It is worth 
trying to provide them with an area 

anemone, as they will survive 
without one, but procuring one of 
the easiest-to-care-for anemone 
species, such as the bubble-tip 
(Entacmaea quadricolor), will allow 
you to observe the natural behavior 
of your clownfish. Bubble-tip 
specimens are often available from 
other hobbyists whose anemones 
have divided in their tanks. 
Clowns are usually only aggressive 
when holding territory in an 
anemone, when they might chase 
away other fish. They are naturally 
reef-compatible and will eat just 
about any prepared or meaty 
foodstuffs offered; my experience 
has been that they especially love 
mysis shrimp.

Coral Beauty 
(Centropyge bispinosa) 

Many novice aquarists set their 
hearts on dwarf angels. They’re 
colorful, have plenty of character, 
and fulfill most of the criteria for 
being a marine beginner’s fish. 
Of all the available dwarf angels, 
I’d suggest the coral beauty 
(Centropyge bispinosa) as the best 
of the lot. 
This species, from the Indo-Pacific 
region, reaches approximately 
4 inches (10 cm) in length and is 
considered an easy fish to keep, but 
it can be a little aggressive toward 
some other fish, so it needs to be 
kept in a larger tank of perhaps 75 
gallons (284 liters) or more, and 
not with any other fish from the 
Centropyge clan. 
It’s also a wise idea to add these fish 
to an aquarium last, since this will 
force them to adapt to life with fish 
that have established territories. 
The reverse, adding other fish 
to a tank after dwarf angels have 
established themselves, may result 
in the dwarf angels feeling that 
their territory has been violated and 
acting out accordingly.  
Dwarf angels will feed on prepared 
and meaty foods, and graze on 
algae and foods specially prepared 
for herbivores. They may also have 
an occasional nip at corals or clam 
mantles. 

“Of all the available dwarf angels, I’d suggest the coral beauty 
(Centropyge bispinosa) as the best of the lot.” 



 www.thefishkeeper.co.za November/December 2019   the fishkeeper 15

“Given how common yellow tangs are in the hobby, just about every saltwater aquarist has owned one at some point. “

of moderate current toward the 
front of the aquarium to keep them 
in view. Pairs can be kept together, 
but only if it can be determined that 
they have bonded.  
There are a couple other species in 
the genus that are also seen in the 
hobby, N. decora and N. helfrichi. 
They are also gorgeous and easy 
to keep, if a little more expensive. 
My personal favorite is N. helfrichi, 
though it can be especially pricey, 
given its smaller range in the wild 
and thus less-frequent capture. 

Banggai Cardinal 
(Pterapogon kauderni)

A relatively recent discovery in 
the fish world and a fish that has 
generated many acres of print, 
Pterapogon kauderni is a wonderful 
animal that is very easy to breed in 
captivity, with captive-bred stock 
available from many commercial 
breeding operations. In the wild this 
fish is listed as endangered, so only 
captive-bred fish should be bought. 
Luckily, these also happen to be 
hardier and less prone to disease. 
The Banggai cardinal is reef-safe, 
easy to feed, and won’t get bigger 
than 3 inches (7.5 cm), though it is 

thought be a little aggressive with 
its own kind. When fully grown, it is 
best kept singly in an aquarium with 
caves and overhangs. It is possible 
to keep a small shoal in a larger 
tank, say 100 gallons (378 liters) or 
more, but the fish may squabble. 
If you can acquire a pair, then you 
may well be rewarded with the 
opportunity to observe their mating 
behavior. The male will brood the 
eggs in his mouth until the fish 
are ready to swim free and are 
able to take small crustaceans like 
brine shrimp nauplii, although a 
dedicated setup may be needed to 
successfully raise the fry.  
You might also consider the 
pajama cardinal (Sphaeramia 
nematoptera), a similar but 
somewhat less-striking cousin to P. 
kauderni.

Yellow Tang 
(Zebrasoma flavescens) 

Given how common yellow tangs 
are in the hobby, just about every 
saltwater aquarist has owned one at 
some point. Hailing from the waters 
around Hawaii, the good old yellow 
tang is one of the easiest tangs to 
own. Its gorgeous yellow coloration 

makes it a fantastic addition to an 
aquarium, but it does come with a 
few caveats. 
All tangs can be aggressive, 
especially toward other tangs 
and similarly sized fish. Keeping 
more than one tang in a small- to 
medium-sized tank, therefore, is 
not considered wise, but they will 
usually ignore dissimilar species. 
Yellow tangs are also prone to skin 
infections, such as the dreaded 
marine white spot disease, also 
known as ich. A varied and 
regularly offered diet rich in marine 
vegetable matter, excellent water 
quality with brisk currents, and 
efficient skimming can help in this 
regard. Adding a small ozonizer is 
also a good idea. 
Tangs are easily stressed by 
capture, shipping, and holding, so 
look for fish with plenty of flesh on 
their bones. Also, if possible, add 
them to your tank last.

Orchid Dottyback 
(Pseudochromis fridmani)

The orchid dottyback is one of 
my favorite fish of all time. Once 
enormously expensive, this Red 
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“Pterapogon kauderni is a wonderful animal that is very easy to breed in 
captivity, with captive-bred stock available from many commercial breeding 

operations.”

Sea fish is widely bred commercially 
and makes a very attractive 
addition to any tank, where it will 
explore the rockwork looking for 
small crustaceans to eat. 
Pseudochromis fridmani can be 
aggressive toward similar species 
and its own kind unless kept in a 
very large tank, so don’t try to keep 
it with a royal gramma, for example. 
The fish gladly takes small frozen 
food items, such as mysis shrimp 
and frozen copepods, and will 
reward you with its exquisite 
coloration for years to come.

Yellowtail Blue Damsel 
(Chrysiptera parasema) 

There are some quite troublesome 
damsel species available that will 
turn into real bullies once they 
settle into an aquarium. They might 
look attractive, but they really ought 
to be avoided. Yet, there are a few 
damsel species that shouldn’t 
pose any problems. Two of these 
are Chrysiptera parasema, known 
as the yellowtail damsel, and the 
closely related C. hemicyanea, 
which has a yellow belly.
  
While these fish can be aggressive 
toward their own kind, they will 
be peaceful with pretty much 
everything else in the tank— and 
just look at that color! It is even 
possible to keep them in small 
groups in larger tanks if they are all 
added at the same time. 

Patience Is a Virtue 
So, that’s eight of the best fish, plus 
a few related suggestions, with 
which marine novices might want 
to stock their tank. I’d be remiss not 
to mention that fish shouldn’t be 
added en masse. A tank’s chemical 
and biological filtration will need 
to adapt to the increasing bioload 
placed upon it, so avoid rushing 
the process. In my opinion, waiting 
a few weeks between purchases 
of one or two fish, especially in a 
newly established tank, ought to be 
considered. Remember: Patience 
is key in this hobby!

“Pseudochromis fridmani can be aggressive toward similar species and its 
own kind unless kept in a very large tank, so don’t try to keep it with a royal 

gramma, for example.” 

“there are a few damsel species that shouldn’t pose any problems. Two of 
these are Chrysiptera parasema, known as the yellowtail damsel,”
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While mandarins are often found 
in small groups or pairs in the wild, 
males are intolerant of each other 

in the confines of an aquarium. 
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The Julii 
Cory!

By : Clarice Brough, CFS

Freshwater

The Julii Cory Corydoras julii is a beautiful 
fish with an interesting color pattern. It 
has creamy white body covered with 

small black spots and bold central horizontal 
stripes. There is also a black blotch at the top 
of its dorsal fin and six spotted bands on its tail. 
Inspired by its looks it is also called the Leopard 
Catfish or Leopard Corydoras.
The Corydorus are members of the 
Callichthyidae family of catfish. They have sharp 

spines in the dorsal, pectoral and adipose fins 
that contain a mild poison used to ward off fish 
that may harm them. The overall appearance has 
an armored look which gives them the common 
name “Armored Catfish.” Although there are over 
180 species of Corydoras, only about 50 are 
available to the hobby and about 10 are bred 
commercially.
The Julii Cory is sometimes confused with a 
couple of its close relatives that are very similar 

Corydoras julii

“Julii Cories are generally a good community fish. They are not aggressive and 
are good with other small peaceful fish.” 
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in appearance. These include the Three Stripe 
Corydoras Corydoras trilineatus (which is 
also called the False Julii), the Leopard Cory 
Corydoras leopardus, and occasionally the 
Spotfin Corydoras Corydoras punctatus. But 
with a close inspection they are each readily 
distinguished. All three have spots and a dark 
blotch on the dorsal fin. Its the spots on the head 
of the Julii and Leopard Cories that distinguish 
them from the Three Stripe, who usually has a 
reticulated pattern (squiggly lines) on its head 
rather than spots. The Spotfin Cory is heavily 
spotted all over but it lacks distinctive horizontal 
lines as seen on the others.
The Julii Cory is a very active catfish but it 
doesn’t get very big. Growing up to only 2.0 
inches (5.2 cm) in length makes it very suitable 
for smaller aquariums. A minimum 10 gallon tank 
is suggested. Despite being quite active, these 
are very peaceful fish that enjoy the company of 
their own kind as well as other fish. To be happy 
they need to be in groups of at least 4 or more 
fish.
Like all the Cory catfish they are quite hardy, 
which makes them a great selection first time fish 
keepers. They also help keep the bottom of the 
aquarium clean by eating up leftover foods. Their 
adorable appearance and lively character, along 
with a sweet disposition make them a favorite 

among aquarists. A school of these very active 
little fish will make the bottom of your tank come 
to life.

Scientific Classification
Kingdom: Animalia
Phylum: Chordata
Class: Actinopterygii
Order: Siluriformes
Family: Callichthyidae
Genus: Corydoras
Species: julii
Julii Cory - Quick Aquarium Care
•Aquarist Experience Level: Beginner
•Size of fish - inches: 2.0 inches (5.08 cm)
•Minimum Tank Size: 10 gal (38 L)
•Temperament: Peaceful
•Aquarium Hardiness: Moderately hardy
•Temperature: 73.0 to 79.0° F (22.8 to 26.1° C)

Habitat: Distribution / Background
The Julii Cory Corydoras julii was described by 
Steindachner in 1906. They are found in South 
America within the Lower Amazon River and the 
coastal rivers in northeastern Brazil. They are 
found in Peru in the Rio Ampiyacu, Rio Ucayali 
and the Yarina Cocha. Other common names 
they are known by include Leopard Catfish, 
Leopard Corydoras, and Peppered cory.

“The Corydorus have a very interesting breeding routine. When 
breeding in the aquarium, a ratio of two or more males per female is 

best. ”

By : Clarice Brough, CFS
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”Like all the Cory catfish they are quite hardy, which makes them a great 
selection first time fish keepers. They also help keep the bottom of the 

aquarium clean by eating up leftover foods.”

In their natural habitat schools of 
Julii Cories live in flooded forest 
regions as well as smaller-sized 
streams and small tributaries. 
Breeding takes place in swamps, 
ponds, or streams. They are 
demersal and feed on worms, 
crustaceans, insects and plant 
matter.

•Scientific Name: Corydoras julii
•Social Grouping: Groups - Julii 
Cories are normally seen in 
schools.
•IUCN Red List: NE - Not 
Evaluated or not listed
Description

The Julii Cory is a smaller member 
of the Corydoras family, only 
growing to about 2 inches.(5.2 
cm) in length. They are a beautiful 
fish with an interestingly patterned 
body. The body is a cream white 
or gray color with small, black 
spots all over and a stripe running 
horizontally from the back of their 
gills to the base of the tail. There 
is a black blotch at the top of its 
dorsal fin and six spotted bands on 
the tail. They have a lifespan of 5 
or more years.

This fish belongs to the catfish 
family Callichthyidae, and like 
all catfish they are scaleless. 
Corydoras are known as armored 
catfish because they have two 
rows of bony plates, called scutes, 
along the length of the body. Like 
all catfish, they also have pairs 
of barbels around the mouth and 
strong, rigid spines on their dorsal 
and pectoral fins. Cories have also 
been known to produce sounds 
of warning when distressed and 
when courting. They make sounds 
by rubbing the spines of their 
pectoral fins into the grooves of 
their shoulder plates.

•Size of fish - inches: 2.0 inches 
(5.08 cm) - Females tend to be 
larger than males.
•Lifespan: 5 years - They can live 
for 5 years or longer with optimal 
conditions.
Fish Keeping Difficulty
The Julii Cory is not a difficult 
fish to care for and makes an 
excellent addition to any peaceful 
community aquarium. They 
are quite durable and great for 
beginners. They are peaceful and 
gregarious, so should be kept in 

a school of 4 or more individuals. 
Additionally, they will not thrive 
with aggressive fish.
A filtration system is needed 
that maintains clean water and 
ensures the entire tank is highly 
oxygenated. Water movement at 
the surface is desirable for keeping 
the oxygen level high. They also 
require a good supply of food on 
the bottom of the tank. if the tank 
is new and not yet established, 
you can add sinking algae wafers 
to the tank for food. These fish do 
a great job keeping the bottom 
cleaned of food and debris. Also, 
even though they can withstand 
a variety of water conditions this 
fish is not very tolerant of warm 
temperatures over 85 ° F.
Be careful when netting them 
because when they feel 
threatened they extend their sharp 
spined fins outward and lock 
them in a rigid position. Although 
the spines are small, just like this 
catfish, they are quite sharp and 
can pierce your skin.

•Aquarium Hardiness: Moderately 
hardy
•Aquarist Experience Level: 
Beginner

Foods and Feeding
Leopard Corydoras are omnivores 
that feed on worms, crustaceans, 
insects, and plant matter in the 
wild. In the aquarium they are easy 
to feed. They will generally eat 
all kinds of live, fresh, and flake 
foods. To keep a good balance 
give them a high quality sinking 
pellet or flake food everyday. Also 
offer occasional algae wafers. 
Feed frozen and live food, such 
as brine shrimp, blood worms, or 
daphnia as a treat.
•Diet Type: Omnivore
•Flake Food: Yes
•Tablet / Pellet: Yes - Although 
this fish will scour the bottom for 
leftover food, the aquarist should 
ensure a complete diet by offering 
a sinking tablet or pellet.
•Live foods (fishes, shrimps, 
worms): Some of Diet
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•Vegetable Food: Some of Diet
•Meaty Food: Some of Diet
•Feeding Frequency: Daily - Feed 
as much as they will eat in about 5 
minutes. They can be fed twice a 
day, offering as much as they will 
consume in about 3 minutes each.

Aquarium Care
Regular water changes with 
siphoning of the gravel is crucial to 
remove their waste and keep the 
tank clean. A weekly or bi-weekly 
water change of 10% to 20% is 
recommended. Using a vacuum 
hose to siphon the substrate is a 
good way to keep the gravel free 
of decomposing animal and plant 
matter. Cory catfish spend most 
of their time on the bottom so the 
vacuum siphon is important. Their 
barbels are prone to infection from 
a poorly kept substrate.
•Water Changes: Weekly - Weekly 
or bi-weekly water change of 10% 
to 20% are recommended.

Aquarium Setup
The Julii Cory is an active little fish 
that does best in a group of 4 or 
more. A minimum aquarium of 10 
gallon is suggested. The aquarium 
should be decorated, and 
arranged with their natural habitat 
in mind. These little fish enjoy well 
planted tanks with twisted roots 
to hide in. Caves and drift wood 
make great hiding spots as well.
Provide these fish with filtration 
system that keeps the water well 
oxygenated either with aeration or 
plenty of surface water movement. 
These fish do a great job keeping 
the bottom cleaned of food and 
debris, making them little living 
vacuums. Normal lighting works 
well but higher light levels are fine 
if plenty of shade is provided.
Because these fish have sensitive 
barbels it is preferable to use 
sand or fine gravel to keep their 
barbels in good condition. Larger 
gravel with sharp edges may 
actually cut the barbels down until 
they are completely gone. The 
barbels are also prone to infection 
from a poorly kept substrate. An 

undergravel filter that is regularly 
vacuumed works well for this fish 
to keep the substrate clean and 
the entire tank oxygenated.
•Minimum Tank Size: 10 gal (38 L)
•Substrate Type: Sand/Gravel 
Mix - Sand or fine gravel is best to 
protect their barbels from damage.
•Lighting Needs: Moderate - 
normal lighting
•Temperature: 73.0 to 79.0° F 
(22.8 to 26.1° C)
•Range ph: 6.0-7.8 
•Hardness Range: 2 - 25 dGH
•Brackish: No
•Water Movement: Moderate
•Water Region: Bottom - They will 
mostly swim at the bottom of the 
aquarium. 

Social Behaviors
Julii Cories are generally a 
good community fish. They are 
not aggressive and are good 
with other small peaceful fish. 
They swim in schools and can 
be kept with almost every other 
community type fish. Small 
peaceful community fish such as 
live bearers, small members of the 

“The Julii Cory Corydoras julii was described by Steindachner in 1906. They 
are found in South America within the Lower Amazon River and the coastal 
rivers in northeastern Brazil. They are found in Peru in the Rio Ampiyacu, 

Rio Ucayali and the Yarina Cocha.”

Tetra family, Danios, Rasboras, 
and Dwarf Cichlids all make good 
tank mates. They will not fare well 
with aggressive fish. They are 
gregarious and enjoy the company 
of there own kind. They should to 
be kept in schools of at least 4-6 
individuals.
•Venomous: No - Corydoras 
species have spines that can 
cause a stinging sensation if they 
penetrate the skin. 
•Temperament: Peaceful - 
•Compatible with:◦Same species - 
conspecifics: Yes - This gregarious 
fish appreciates the company of 
its own kind, and should be kept 
in a group of at least 4 or more 
individuals.
◦Peaceful fish (): Safe
◦Semi-Aggressive (): Monitor
◦Aggressive (): Threat
◦Large Aggressive, Predatory (): 
Threat
◦Slow Swimmers & Eaters (): Safe 
- Corydoras feed at the bottom 
of the aquarium, so are not in 
competition with other feeders.
◦Shrimps, Crabs, Snails: May 
be aggressive - The natural 
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diet of Corydoras are worms, 
crustaceans, and insects. 
◦Plants: Safe - May eat some 
plants, but algae rather than plants 
is more palatable to them.
Sex: Sexual differences
Males are usually smaller and 
thinner. The sexually mature 
female’s belly is often rounder 
than the males so their mouth may 
sit up off off the substrate when 
resting. These are only indications 
and not foolproof. Sexing is 
difficult, and breeding is best 
accomplished by natural pairing.
Breeding / Reproduction
The Corydorus have a very 
interesting breeding routine. When 
breeding in the aquarium, a ratio 
of two or more males per female is 
best. The female will clean a spot 
on the aquarium glass, or perhaps 
an object in the aquarium to lay 
her eggs on. The males initiate 
courting, which entails chasing the 
females around the aquarium. The 
female will swim away, and the 
males search for her until she is 
found. The males seem to ”shiver” 
on the female, and may in fact, lie 
on top of her. When she is ready 
to spawn, she turns to the male 
next to her, and adamantly pounds 
his ventral fin, causing the male to 
release sperm.

After bumping the male on the 
vent, the female will receive the 
sperm from the male into her 
mouth. She then discharges 
a few eggs which she catches 
and clasps with her ventral fins. 
Normally, this number is around 
4 at a time. She will then swim 
around and deposit a bit of sperm 
and just a few eggs at a time in 
select spots, such as a strong 
plant, the heater tube or ever the 
aquarium glass.
When she has run out of sperm, 
the female may then rest for a brief 
period of time and then resume, as 
the males are quite adamant about 
breeding. She will go back to the 
male and repeat the process until 
the spawn is complete. Spawning 
lasts more than an hour and a 

“Because these fish have sensitive barbels it is preferable to use sand or fine 
gravel to keep their barbels in good condition.”

“Leopard Corydoras are omnivores that feed on worms, crustaceans, insects, 
and plant matter in the wild. In the aquarium they are easy to feed.”
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great deal of eggs are laid.
The eggs should hatch in 3-4 days after 
spawning. Do note that these fish will eat their 
own fry, so they will need to be separated 
from the parents. The fry should initially be fed 
protozoan organisms in the aquarium. As they 
grow, they will be able to accept foods such as 
baby brine shrimp. See the description of how 
to breed these fish in Breeding Freshwater Fish: 
Catfish.
•Ease of Breeding: Moderate

Fish Diseases
Julii Cories are very hardy and disease is not 
usually a problem in a well maintained aquarium. 
There is no guarantee that you won’t have to 
deal with health problems or disease, but cory 
catfish are very resilient.
High nitrate levels can cause Julii Cory catfish to 
develop infected barbels; this makes it difficult 
for them to navigate and eat normally. Maintain 
nitrate levels below 20 ppm through regular 
water changes. Because they are a scaleless 
fish, catfish can be treated with pimafix or 
melafix but should not be treated with potassium 
permanganate or copper based medications. 
Malachite green or formalin can be used at one 
half to one fourth the recommended dosage. All 
medications should be used with caution.
The best way to proactively prevent disease is to 
give your fish 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 with it. 

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 as not to add new diseases to the tank. For 
information about fish diseases and illnesses, 
see Aquarium Fish Diseases and Treatments.

Availability
The Julii Cory or Leopard Catfish is readily 
available and ranges from very inexpensive to 
moderately in price.

References
•Animal-World References: Freshwater Fish and 
Plants
•Corydoras julii (Steindachner, 1906) Leopard 
corydoras, Fishbase.org
•Warren E. Burgess, Colored Atlas of Miniature 
Catfish: Every Species of Corydoras, Brochis & 
Aspidoras, T.F.H Publications, Inc. 1992
•Lee Finley, Catfishes: The Complete Guide to 
the Successful Care and Breeding of More Than 
100 Catfish Species, T.F.H Publications, Inc. 
2003
•Dr. Rudiger Riehl and Hans A. Baensch, 
Aquarium Atlas Vol. 2, Publisher Hans A. 
Baensch, 1993
•Joseph S. Nelson, Fishes of the World, Wiley, 
2006.
•Dr. Herbert R. Axelrod, Aquarium Fishes of the 
World, TFH Publications, 1998
•Richard Geis, Catfish Keeping & Breeding Them 
in Captivity, T.F.H Publications, Inc. 1996



24 the fishkeeper November/December 2019   www.thefishkeeper.co.za

Marine

Keeping the real-
life species from 

finding dory! 
By: Jeremy Gosnell

goldfish that can thrive even in the absence of 
regular oversight and maintenance, marine fish 
need sizable aquariums, exact water chemistry, a 
varied diet, and a host of complex elements just 
to remain alive in captivity. Some parents learned 
the ropes and began enjoying the pastime, while 
others abandoned the idea altogether. 
Enter Finding Dory, the long-awaited sequel 
to Finding Nemo. The new film takes place six 
months after the events of the original, when 
memory-challenged Dory suddenly recalls 
her childhood and sets out on a quest to find 
her parents. Like the first film, it’s predicted 
that Finding Dory will spur popular interest in 
marine aquariums. Considering that the hobby 
has seen a host of technical innovations and 
a considerable investment in captive-raised 
fish species in the 13 years between films, it’s 

Not only did Pixar’s film Finding Nemo raise 
the profile of marine life in mainstream culture 
worldwide, it also introduced many children to 
the exciting hobby of keeping fish. The story of 
a clownfish that ventures on an oceanic quest 
to find his son received universal praise and led 
to an explosion of interest in marine aquariums, 
especially those housing the film’s three main 
characters: Marlin and Nemo (two percula 
clownfish), and Dory (a Pacific blue tang).  
Aquarium outlets around the country reported 
increased sales in tanks designed to keep 
clownfish, along with a surge in sales of the 
species featured in the film. As parents met their 
children’s demands for everything needed to 
begin their new hobby, they were soon surprised 
to learn how different keeping a marine fish tank 
was from a freshwater one. Unlike bettas or 
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possible that this new group of novices may 
fare better at maintaining a marine tank than the 
budding aquarists that were inspired by the first 
film. 
To help guide Finding Dory fans (and their 
parents) in keeping fish from the film, this article 
profiles some of the species featured in it and 
suggests which ones are excellent choices 
for youngsters just starting out in the hobby. If 
you decide to satisfy your child’s desire for a 
Nemo or Dory of his or her own, following these 
recommendations can save you some money, 
time, and tears. 

Dory: Pacific Blue Tang 
(Paracanthurus hepatus)

The Pacific blue tang (Paracanthurus hepatus) 
has been a mainstay in the aquarium hobby for 
years. Like Dory, real Pacific blue tangs have 
bright blue coloration with a dark black stripe that 
forms a unique pattern over the body and a bright 
yellow caudal fin outlined with black on the top 
and bottom. Of all the fish species featured in 
the film, this one isn’t the most difficult to keep, 
but its sensitive nature means that first-time 
fishkeepers will have a lot to learn before being 
able to successfully care for it in the long term. 
To start with, all tangs require good water quality 
with high oxygenation, low nutrients, and low 
nitrate levels. In addition, there must be no 
phosphate present in the water. Pacific blue 
tangs do best when there is adequate water flow, 

which requires several circulation pumps in the 
tank to recreate the gentle currents found on a 
coral reef. Pacific blue tangs need multiple hiding 
spots and can become overly stressed if placed 
in an aquarium without them.  

Water Conditions
Due to their high-quality water requirements, 
tangs should be placed either in a full reef 
aquarium capable of housing sensitive living 
corals or a fish-only aquarium with live rock 
(FOWLR). Live rock is home to a host of marine 
microbes and other beneficial life that act as 
additional filtration and aids in improving water 
quality. Successfully keeping them also requires 
investing in a good protein skimmer, which uses 
oxygen and water to remove organic waste from 
the tank. 

Diet
Diet plays an important role in the long-term 
health of Pacific blue tangs (or any tang, for 
that matter). In the wild, this fish is primarily 
herbivorous, so its captive diet must be 
supplemented with freeze-dried seaweed or 
green vegetables, such as broccoli. This can 
easily be provided by purchasing a marine fish 
seaweed mixture and clipping it in the tank via an 
algae clip. Pacific blue tangs also need a mix of 
other foods, such as mysis shrimp, finfish, squid, 
and mussels, and greatly benefit from having 
their food supplemented with amino acids and 

“Clownfish are famous for making their home within the stinging tentacles of sea anemones. Be 
advised that it’s far easier to keep Nemo than it is to keep his anemone home.”
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vitamins.

Nemo and Marlin: Percula 
Clownfish (Amphiprion percula)
The recent surge in the number 
of clownfish breeders means that 
many of the specimens purchased 
today have been born and raised 
in captivity. As a result, they are 
far easier to keep than wild-caught 
clownfish. This is due to the fact 
that captive-bred clownfish carry 
less disease and readily accept 
prepared aquarium foods.

Percula clownfish (Amphiprion 
percula) are generally considered 
a beginner marine fish. One 
individual or a pair does well, even 
in an aquarium as small as 30 
gallons (114 liters). If keeping an 
individual, it’s possible to do so in 
one of the popular nano-reef tanks 
that are commercially available. 
These tanks have filtration, 
lighting, and sometimes heating 
already included, providing an 
easy to maintain, all-in-one marine 
system.

Water Quality
Clownfish need to be provided 
good-quality marine water but 
tolerate higher nutrient levels 
better than species like the Pacific 
blue tang. Percula clownfish can 
tolerate some nitrate in the water, 
but if it exceeds 25 ppm, it’s 
possible that they will succumb to 
stress. 

Diet
Clownfish do well on a diet of 
pellets supplemented with flakes, 
frozen foods, and other prepared 
marine foods. They generally 
accept food quickly and often 
remain healthy in captivity.
 
No Anemones for Nemo
Clownfish are famous for making 
their home within the stinging 
tentacles of sea anemones. Be 
advised that it’s far easier to 
keep Nemo than it is to keep 
his anemone home. Anemones 
require pristine water quality, 
circulation, and exact water 
chemistry in a home aquarium, 
which necessitates the constant 
management of a host of 
parameters. In addition, most 
anemone species also need 
expensive high- output lighting 
specially designed for reef tanks. If 
you’re new to keeping marine fish, 
a captive-raised percula clownfish 
is a good place to start, but don’t 
attempt anemone keeping until 
you’re more knowledgeable in 
the hobby and have accumulated 
some hands-on experience.

Jacques: Skunk Cleaner Shrimp 
(Lysmata amboinensis)

Similar to how the character 
Jaques in Finding Nemo quickly 
cleaned Nemo when he first 
arrived in the aquarium, skunk 
cleaner shrimp (Lysmata 
amboinensis) clean dead skin and 
external parasites from marine 
fish. They also perform this role in 
the aquarium and will often set up 
a cleaning station where fish can 
come and receive service. It’s this 
reason, along with their bright red 

“The Pacific blue tang (Paracanthurus hepatus) has been a 
mainstay in the aquarium hobby for years.”

“Similar to how the character Jaques in Finding Nemo quickly cleaned 
Nemo when he first arrived in the aquarium, skunk cleaner shrimp 

(Lysmata amboinensis) clean dead skin and external parasites from 
marine fish.” 
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and yellow coloration, that they are 
popular in the marine aquarium 
hobby. 
Like all invertebrates, these shrimp 
require good water quality, with 
phosphate levels kept at 0 ppm 
and nitrate kept below 10 ppm. In 
addition, they require balanced 
water chemistry that has the 
proper concentration of calcium, 
degrees of carbonate hardness 
(dKH), and magnesium. This aids 
them in maintaining a healthy shell 
and also encourages molting on a 
regular basis. 
Cleaner shrimp thrive in both 
nano and large marine tanks. 
They do best in either a reef 
aquarium or a FOWLR tank. 
Luckily, skunk cleaners don’t 
get all their food from fish skin 
and external parasites; they also 
scavenge nearly all types of food 
in an aquarium. With a little extra 
care and some attention to detail, 
they make the perfect tankmates 
for a percula clownfish and aid in 
consuming uneaten food before it 
pollutes the water. Watching them 
clean a fish is an entertaining and 
educational experience for both 
children and adults. As far as 
invertebrates go, they aren’t that 
difficult to keep healthy. 

Seahorses (Hippocampus spp.) 
As with clownfish, seahorse 
keeping has benefited greatly from 
the introduction of captive-raised 
livestock that were bred, born, 
and raised in an aquarium. Years 
ago, it was extremely difficult to 
get wild-caught specimens to feed 
in captivity, making them almost 
impossible to keep. Captive-raised 
seahorses, however, readily 
accept food and tend to thrive 
in aquariums. It’s possible for a 
beginner aquarist to keep them, as 
long as it’s understood that they 
cannot be housed in community 
tanks because they often cannot 
compete with most other aquatic 
species for food. 
Anchoring—a process in which 
they wrap their tail around an 
object and literally remain attached 

there—is vital to their health, 
and objects on which seahorses 
can anchor in the aquarium 
is a necessity. They are not 
aggressive or fast swimmers, so 
they commonly remain anchored 
throughout the day, occasionally 
venturing off to feed or to move 
around. Artificial corals, plants, 
and other soft-surface decorations 
that are long and slender work well 
as anchor posts.  
While they are delicate swimmers, 
their aquarium requires a good 
degree of water circulation to 

ease their ability to move around 
and ensure any uneaten food 
makes its way out of the water 
and into filtration. If kept in a non-
reef tank, they prefer subdued 
lighting because bright reef lighting 
sometimes causes them stress. 
Seahorses generally consume 
only one food in captivity: frozen 
mysis shrimp. It’s important to 
fortify this fare with vitamins and 
amino acids, as it’s often the only 
food that seahorses will consume.
With some research and 
dedication, it’s possible for a 

“Silver moonies are known to be hardy and grow up to 12 inches (30 
cm) in the wild, commonly reaching 8 inches (20 cm) in the aquarium.”

“The yellow longnose butterflyfish (Forcipiger flavissimus), along with 
other fish in the family Chaetodontidae, is an interesting animal that has 
a unique set of keeping requirements. Like tangs, they aren’t the best 

beginner marine fish, largely because of their sensitive nature. ” 
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“Moorish idols (Zanclus cornutus) are the epitome of aquatic grace, featuring long streaming fins 
and a well-blended yellow, black, and white coloration.”

beginning aquarist to keep a seahorse tank, and 
a 30-gallon (113-liter) aquarium is enough for 
one or two pairs. I don’t recommend a nano-reef 
or an all-in-one tank for them, simply because 
they don’t need high-output lighting and prefer a 
long tank as opposed to a cube. A good beginner 
species to keep an eye out for is Hippocampus 
erectus; they rank as one of the easiest-to-care-
for species. 

Gill: Moorish Idol (Zanclus cornutus)
Moorish idols (Zanclus cornutus) are the epitome 
of aquatic grace, featuring long streaming fins 
and a well-blended yellow, black, and white 
coloration. However, they are a species not even 
recommended for advanced aquarists. Over the 
years, many experienced hobbyists have tried 
keeping them only to encounter complete failure. 
It’s believed that idols feed on sponges in their 
natural habitat, and even prepared marine foods 
that feature sponges are lacking in a necessary 
nutrient obtained only in the wild. This leads 
to slow starvation and an overall degradation 
of health. They are also susceptible to poor 
water quality and a host of diseases within the 
aquarium. Even in cases where it appears all of 
an idol’s needs have been met, there’s just a 50-
50 chance it will survive. This is one species that 
I recommend everyone—from novice to expert—
leave on the coral reef. 

Yellow Longnose Butterflyfish 
(Forcipiger flavissimus)

The yellow longnose butterflyfish (Forcipiger 
flavissimus), along with other fish in the family 
Chaetodontidae, is an interesting animal that has 
a unique set of keeping requirements. Like tangs, 
they aren’t the best beginner marine fish, largely 
because of their sensitive nature. 
All butterflyfish species require an aquarium of 
at least 55 gallons (208 liters) or more. Also, it’s 
imperative that the tank is stocked with cycled 
live rock, which is submerged oceanic rock 
(often deceased corals) that is home to a host 
of organisms. They use their long snout to grab 
tiny animals from rock crevices. Often, newly 
acclimated specimens will not accept prepared 
food. 
A yellow longnose butterflyfish is not compatible 
with a newly set up aquarium, and any 
butterflyfish requires a well-established tank that 
is free of boisterous tankmates. Luckily, these 
fish adjust to captive life far better than other 
family Chaetodontidae species. Once acclimated, 
they will accept prepared foods such as a frozen 
mixture of squid, clams, and mussels. A varied 
diet is important because they need some algae 
in their diet but are unlikely to take it from an 
algae clip. This means feeding a food mixture 
that contains algae in small bits that they can 



 www.thefishkeeper.co.za November/December 2019   the fishkeeper 29

grab with their tiny jaws.
Butterflyfish are susceptible to 
some diseases, including marine 
ich, but most often they succumb 
to stress, either from living in 
a tank that’s too small or when 
suffering constant harassment 
from a tankmate. Like other 
marine fish, they require good 
water quality with no phosphate, 
low nitrate levels, and the right 
balance of salinity and pH. While I 
don’t recommend yellow longnose 
butterflyfish for a novice aquarist’s 
first foray into marine fishkeeping, 
experienced aquarists will find it a 
striking addition to an established 
marine tank.
 

Four Stripe Damselfish 
(Dascyllus melanurus)

Damselfish, in general, are the 
hallmark beginner’s fish. They 
are hardy, tolerate a wide range 
of water conditions, and accept 
nearly any prepared food. 
Many aquarists got their start in 
fishkeeping by housing a group of 
damselfish. 
Four stripe damselfish (Dascyllus 
melanurus) are bright white 
and black as juveniles, but as 
they grow, their bright black and 
white coloration dulls and they 
suddenly become aggressive. 
Often, they will eat small shrimp 
and invertebrates in the aquarium 
and pick on their tankmates. 
Although damselfish (including 
the four stripe) are resilient, many 
fishkeepers have stopped keeping 
this species due to its abrupt 
change in behavior, size, and 
coloration as it matures. 

Silver Moonies 
(Monodactylus argenteus)

The silver moony (Monodactylus 
argenteus) is a perciform fish 
found in the Red Sea whose 
range extends southeast to New 
Caledonia and Australia. It is 
one of the most commonly kept 
fish in brackish water aquaria 
and can tolerate both brackish 
environments and full oceanic 
salinity. Silver moonies are often 

acclimated to brackish water 
before purchase, which means 
a marine aquarist must slowly 
acclimate them to full salinity 
(1.026 specific gravity, or sg). This 
is done by starting with brackish 
water (1.005 sg) and then raising 
the salinity over the course of 
several months, usually by 2 to 4 
points a month, until reaching full 
salinity.
Silver moonies are known to be 
hardy and grow up to 12 inches 
(30 cm) in the wild, commonly 
reaching 8 inches (20 cm) in the 
aquarium. In captivity, they are 
known to enjoy a host of foods, 
including frozen marine fish 
blends, broccoli, freeze-dried 
seaweed, and especially live 
blackworms.
They are often kept with archer 
fish and halfbeaks, as these 
species also inhabit brackish 
water. Any relatively docile marine 
tankmate would do well housed 
with them. Several individuals 
can be kept together in a very 
large aquarium (200 gallons 
[757 liters] or more) to replicate 
a school in the wild. Although 
schooling behavior can be tricky to 
reproduce in captivity, an aquarist 
can often find a small group of fish 
for sale that is already schooling. 

In this case, it’s likely the behavior 
will transfer to their new aquarium.
While moonies are hardy, 
I’m not sure that they can be 
recommended as beginner marine 
fish. A lot of care has to be taken 
to acclimate them to marine water, 
which may necessitate the setup 
and maintenance of a separate 
tank to allow for the arduous 
process. Even if the silver moony 
catches your eye when you’re new 
to the hobby, get some experience 
under your belt before attempting 
to keep one. However, if you 
have a large tank and can find 
individuals already acclimated to 
saltwater, they make a striking 
addition to any tank.
 
Finding a Conclusion
With a colorful cast of characters 
and a heartwarming story, Finding 
Dory is sure to delight children 
and adults alike. If, after watching 
the film, you or your children can’t 
resist the urge to bring some of its 
characters’ real-life counterparts 
into your home, remember that 
patience, research, and good 
water-quality management 
practices are the key to caring 
for and keeping your newly found 
favorite species. 

“Damselfish, in general, are the hallmark beginner’s 
fish. They are hardy, tolerate a wide range of water 
conditions, and accept nearly any prepared food. ”
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The 
Apistogramma 

Aquarium!

Freshwater

Apistogramma dwarf cichlids are not the 
type of fish you can just toss in your 
aquarium—there’s a lot more to keeping 

these little beauties.
I wasn’t really able to keep Apistogramma 
properly until I stopped reading about them 
and started watching people who were able 
to breed them successfully. My knowledge of 
cichlid breeding was broad; I knew about Malawi, 
Tanganyikan, Central American, and larger South 
American cichlids, but I was a beginner when 
it came to most of the truly soft-water species. 

Apistogramma are not the sort of fish you can 
toss in tap water and simply feed flake food daily.
The common thread with keeping non-dwarf 
cichlids is providing enough space to keep them 
from killing each other, but not so much space 
that they kill each other; aggression can often 
be managed by finding the appropriate stocking 
density—neither too low nor too high. Feed them 
so they don’t eat each other, change the water so 
they don’t get grumpy and kill one another, and 
most important, take out the ones that are near 
death before they are killed. If you can do those 

By: Kevin Plazak

“Some people are so fanatic about this species that they travel to South America to 
find them. ”
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things, most large, aggressive 
cichlids will breed like crazy.

A False Start
I tried Apistogramma cacatuoides 
because I was told it was the 
easiest apisto for someone who 
is a beginner with dwarf cichlids. I 
used the same methods as for all 
of the other cichlids from around 
the globe that I had kept, and the 
Apistogramma didn’t kill each 
other, but they didn’t breed either. 
I was told that I needed soft water 
(dissolved solids of less than 30 
ppm) with a pH in the sixes. So I 
used soft water with a pH around 
6.8, but I had no luck.
During my attempts to breed 
these fish I would visit a friend 
who was breeding some of 
the more interesting and rare 
Apistogramma, and I suggested 
he get his filters running faster, 
stop crowding his tanks, get a light 
on those plants, and clean those 
tanks. After all, everything I had 
read told me that’s how things 
should be done. But the fact that 
my friend had thousands of fry in 
his tanks told me I was wrong. For 
two years I visited this guy and 
never caught a clue.
“What we see depends mainly 
on what we are looking for” is a 
phrase that really applies to me 
in this situation. At various times 
during those two years I would buy 
a pair and slowly kill them. I think it 
was the food and my totally lack of 
paying attention to the obvious.
Lessons Learned
So I set up a tank consistent with 
the ones my friend kept. I placed a 
pair of Apistogramma alacrina (sp. 
“red point” or “rotpunkt”) in a10-
gallon tank, reduced the number 
of bubbles through the sponge 
filter to around 60 per minute, 
and added Java moss Vesicularia 
dubyana to the tank. I also fed a 
lot more newly hatched baby brine 
shrimp, as well as ground flake 
food. The parents spawned within 
the month.
It had taken me two years to 
realize that this methodology 

would produce many fry. Okay, 
slowness aside, I had finally taken 
two lessons into account. The 
first was that breeding the captive 
stock from a tank I had seen can 
produce fry if that tank can be 
roughly replicated. The second 
lesson was that Apistogramma 
can be bred by anyone, not just 
the folks who are really good at 
breeding fish. With these valuable 
lessons in my head I promptly 
packed up my fishroom and 
moved it to a new house. I decided 
I would leave all Apistogramma 
breeding to my friend, and I would 

stick with what I knew best—the 
more aggressive cichlids.
Flash forward a few years. I 
moved to a new area where the 
water out of the tap was very 
soft and had a neutral pH. While 
checking out fish at a local dealer, 
I noticed in a wild shipment labeled 
“Apistogramma cacatuoides” (with 
not even a single A. cacatuoides 
in the lot) there were a number 
of A. alacrina. I remembered that 
I could breed that species, so I 
fished out the two that looked 
like they had paired off and gave 
them a 5-gallon tank and a bit of 

“I am a big fan of rasboras and pencilfish as tankmates—as well as less-
aggressive tetras.”

Above: Apistogramma cacatuoides male.
Below: Apistogramma panduro male.
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Java moss. They were fed a few 
ground-up flakes of fish food and 
live blackworms. The pair bred 
almost immediately. The fry were 
raised on baby brine shrimp and 
they grew quickly. The water was 
near 0 ppm hardness and a pH of 
about 6.5. This is what started the 
fire to work with these fish

The Aquarium
If I were to select a good first tank 
for Apistogramma it would be 
a 10-gallon tank with a sponge 
filter. Slow water movement is not 
essential. To help clarify, let me 
share a bit of an anecdote. At an 
ACA convention I was in a room 
with a number of highly successful 
Apistogramma breeders. Each 
was sharing stories (and rumors of 
neat fish in other rooms), and tales 
of a “drained tank” method made 
their rounds. These people had 
drained a tank down to an inch 
and refilled it hours or days later 
only to find Apistogramma that 
had spawned shortly after filling 
it up. There are many theories 
to why this happened, but in all 
the cases that were shared the 
fish bred after living in very little 
water without filtration. This means 
that they like slow to no water 
movement.
My friend who has bred many 
apisto species never had the filters 
running very fast. His tanks would 
make me crazy when I visited his 
fishroom, but they worked on the 
principle that low water flow was 
helpful in bringing the fish into 
spawning condition. I replicated 
this at home and it worked for me. 
I will not say that they can’t breed 
in flowing water, as I have seen 
it done, but my success rate with 
faster-moving water has been 
lower that when I turn down the 
filters.
Slow-moving waters would be 
consistent with their natural 
habitat, as collectors who are 
looking for Apistogramma will look 
for the leaf littered shores of lakes 
or big rivers (leaves don’t settle in 
fast-moving water), small brooks 

with leaf litter, or small pools. 
Since they don’t like a lot of water 
movement in the wild, it would be 
safe to assume the same would be 
true in the home aquarium.
The leaf litter need not be 
replicated with dead leaves; any 
tank you can create with loads 
of crevices and spaces for the 
adult Apistogramma to hide 
among would be good. Using live 
plants seems to allow for loads of 
spaces where a female can set up 
housekeeping and lay eggs. Since 
I have used plants in the tank 
with the absence of caves the fish 
have taken to spawning on leaves. 
This is always fun to take pictures 
of because clay pots or plastic 
decorations rarely look good in 
photos, and driftwood discolors 
the water too much to get a good 
picture.
Lighting can be as bright as you 
need for the plants to thrive, but 
make sure you have a lot of cover 
for the dwarf cichlids. These fish 
do not like direct sunlight or bright 
light, so very bright lights need to 
be hitting the leaves of the plants 
without shining directly onto the 
fish.

Tankmates
When speaking about tankmates 
for cichlids, generally the advice 
is to keep them with more 
cichlids. But it’s not easy to 
house many fish with an oscar 
Astronotus ocellatus, or a pike 
cichlid Crenicichla sp. Generally, 
spawning cichlids make the 
situation even worse, as a 
breeding pair of oscars will kill any 
tankmate much the same as a pair 
of pike cichlids might.

Apistogramma, however, are not 
all that rowdy. Since I started 
keeping these fish in planted 
aquariums I have been more 
and more drawn to community 
tanks. Some tetras may beat 
up your dwarf cichlids (blue 
tetras and Buenos Aires tetras 
are two examples), so special 
attention needs to be placed 
on your selection of tankmates. 
I am a big fan of rasboras and 
pencilfish as tankmates—as well 
as less-aggressive tetras. All are 
readily available at your local 
pet stores, and more species of 
these types of fish are being made 
available all the time. Many are 

 “these fish do not like direct sunlight or bright light, so very 
bright lights need to be hitting the leaves of the plants without 

shining directly onto the fish.”
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absolutely beautiful, like the neon 
rasbora Sundadanio axelrodi, 
the red arc or coral red pencilfish 
Nannostomus mortenthaleri, or 
even the cardinal tetra. They do 
not disturb the parents when there 
is fry, and the parents leave the 
dither fish alone.
I also use Otocinclus spp. to help 
control the algae on the glass and 
plants. I have been eyeing some 
zebra shrimp at my local fish store, 
and I am told they will leave the 
Apistogramma alone, but I haven’t 
been brave enough to put the 
shrimp in with the cichlid fry. The 
tank they were displayed in had 
very small rasboras in with them 
and they did not interact. I will try it 
before too long…

Breeding Apistogramma
With most species there is a key 
factor that will get them to breed. 
For some fish it takes a spare 
male, others a spare female. 
Some need really warm water, 
some really cool water. With some 
it is a water change. In the case 
of breeding Apistogramma I think 
there are multiple keys. I believe 
the most critical keys are soft 
water, a pH below 7, live food, 
a strong pair bond, a spawning 
surface, slow-moving water, and 
plants.
To get apistos to breed it helps 
to have a pair that has chosen 
each other. In the absence of that, 
having the male and female in a 
tank where they can see a pair 
of fish like themselves seems 
to improve their desire for each 
other; they pair-bond in order to 
stave off the pair in the tank next 
door. Both males get to show off 
defending their female, and I think 
this improves the odds for the 
female being attracted to the male. 
I might be anthropomorphizing 
a bit, but a strapping male doing 
his very best to scare off another 
male really brings out the best 
in a fish—and this brings out the 
mating desire in the female.
In most cases the female will turn 
yellow when she is breeding. If 

Above: Apistogramma trifasciata male.
Below: Apistogramma agassizii designer morph male.

“Apistogramma are not being mass produced. The few species that are 
available are rarely for sale in the local fish stores.”

you have juveniles there is a good 
bet they are captive raised, so 
choosing the largest and smallest 
will generally get you a pair. When 
that fails, look for the fish that the 
largest male in the tank favors. I 
look for the leading edge of the 
ventral fins to be black and, all 
things being equal, the one with 
the most black and the one with 
the least black (or no black) will 
make up a pair. Starting with six 
fish is a safer way to go.

Once you have a pair, the next key 
is putting a lot of weight on both 
fish. Live food will do this and do 
it quickly. Feeding blackworms to 
Apistogramma really has done 
a lot to improve the number of 

spawns, the number of eggs, and 
the survival of the fry in my tanks. 
I am sure this would work with 
many other varieties of live food 
as well, but blackworms are cheap 
and fairly available in my part of 
the country, they store easily (and 
for many weeks), and the fish love 
them. Fish that are in great shape 
make better parents; thin fish do 
not do as well when it comes to 
fry.
Live plants are something I have 
been really good at killing in the 
past, and convincing myself that 
I need them in the Apistogramma 
tanks has made me become very 
tired of Java moss, as that was 
the only plant I could keep alive. 
Wanting to mix things up a bit, I 
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“In most cases the female will turn yellow when she is breeding.”

eventually started putting all sorts 
of live plants in the tanks, and 
the apistos seem to use them 
constantly for refuge and territory 
boundaries. The females tuck into 
a leaf or sit in the roots to escape 
the males when they get too feisty.
Plants will remove ammonium 
from the tank, and that in turn 
reduces the amount of nitrate. 
Plants can also use nitrate, which 
is the end product in the nitrogen 
cycle. The point is the plants will 
keep the tank water cleaner. I do 
not think that it is a requirement for 
plants to be in the Apistogramma 
aquarium, but they will always be 
in mine. Since the plants have 
been growing despite me not 
feeding them, it suggests they 
are removing waste to build more 
plant. Any waste that I don’t have 
to take out myself is good for me 
and even better for the fish!
Most of the fry will take a larger 
baby brine shrimp as a first meal, 
but it never hurts to have smaller 
live foods available. Some of the 
smaller species like A. diplotaenia 
breed at ½ inch, so the tiny 
mouths on the fry won’t handle the 
larger baby brine shrimp. Vinegar 
eels are easy to culture and may 
be a good choice as well.

Adjusting the Apisto Tank
Your fish aren’t breeding and you 
are doing everything this article 
suggests. If this is the case then 
there are a few possible problems. 
Your fish may not be of an age to 
spawn (too old or too young), they 
may want different water, or, in the 
case of wild fish, they may have 
an internal disease. There are 
other possible issues, but these 
are the most common, and there is 
one solution that may solve two of 
these problems.
If your water is not soft enough 
or acidic enough, it may be worth 
getting some distilled water; for a 
10-gallon tank buying a one-gallon 
bottle per water change may be 
enough to slowly soften the water 
to your needs. As you soften the 
water, keep an eye on the pH 

because it is more likely to crash 
at this time. Plants will help with 
pH regulation to a point, but don’t 
count on it if your tank has a lot of 
decaying organic matter.
If you are not keen on buying 
a bunch of water, you can age 
water in a large vessel and add a 
nylon stocking full of peat moss. 
Make sure the water is circulating 
well in the vessel, and in a week 
your water will be ready to add 
to the tank. If you change about 
25 percent of the water a week 
you will have much softer water 
in a month. A pH below 4 can 
sometimes cure disease, but I 
would use that as a last resort 
and only if your fish come from a 
habitat near with a pH near 5.
Some apistos really prefer water 
that is nearly neutral, and a very 
low pH may kill them. Again, keep 
a close eye on the pH as you are 
lowering the buffers that keep your 
pH from becoming toxically low. 
Daily readings morning and night 
would not be excessive. You can 
use some acid-based product to 
break down your water’s natural 
buffers, but you run the risk of 
using up the remaining buffer in a 

single dose and killing your fish. All 
pH manipulation should be done 
slowly and with care.
If your fish still have internal 
parasite problems after a greatly 
reduced pH, then medication may 
be in order. Consult your local pet 
store for which medications might 
be appropriate in your situation. 
If you have plants, make sure the 
medication will not kill them.
The upside of changing the 
water’s chemistry slowly is that 
you get to learn the best ratio 
of tap water and peat water for 
getting your fish to spawn. In many 
cases a single peat water change 
will induce spawning in fish that 
are ready. This will probably be 
the case for you as well. Some 
Apistogramma come from very 
acidic water and will need a lower 
pH and water softness. There are 
many reliable books and magazine 
articles out there that can guide 
you in your understanding of the 
habitat. As for websites, I have 
found too many out there that 
misidentify the fish and give odd 
information about the species they 
are talking about. As with all web 
information take it with a grain of 
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salt, as it is not generally reviewed by anyone, 
and the information is only as good as the data it 
draws from—in the case of much of the web it is 
drawn off of the list they used to buy the fish.

Conclusion
The hunt for Apistogramma species is 
a lot of fun. It is not like tracking down a 
kenyi Pseudotropheus lombardoi because 
Apistogramma are not being mass produced. The 
few species that are available are rarely for sale 
in the local fish stores. The few apistos that are 
more regularly available are good starter species 
for anyone interested in seeing if they can keep 
them alive. Once you are hooked and willing to 
track down more species, you will find that your 
hobby has expanded, and the folks you will meet 
along the way are going to be worth knowing.

Some people are so fanatic about this species 
that they travel to South America to find them. 
Uwe Romer is one hobbyist who put together an 
all-Apistogramma atlas. This is wonderful in that 
it gives you access to information about many 
species of Apistogramma, as well as a number 
of very good photo references for you. The 
frustrating part is reading about a fish that you 
have to have, but learning that is not available 
anywhere—well, maybe for the price of a plane 
ticket to South America, lodging, transportation, 
and then shipping them back home…it has been 
done, I assure you!

The easier response is a trip to a local fish club 
(if you can get to the meeting within a day’s 
drive) to find someone who might lead you to a 
guy in Canada who knows this fella in Germany 
who flew to Iquitos and has photos from the 
habitat two kilometers from where your fish is 
said to come from…
The sleuthing, the reading, the sharing of stories, 
the finding, the acquiring, the breeding, the fry—it 
is all what makes the Apistogramma hobby such 
a wonderful branch of the tropical fish hobby as 
a whole. And a big slice of joy can be served up 
when you finally get to hand over a bag of fry to 
the guy who tipped you off to the guy in Canada 
in the first place…priceless!
Simply put, you will need help from your 
fellow hobbyists if you want many of the rare 
Apistogramma species. You will need to read 
magazines and books that detail the habitat of 
the species, as you will not be able to succeed 
with rare species of Apistogramma without 
speaking to a number of people and educating 
yourself. And the great bit is many of those 
people are a joy to just talk to, and many of the 
articles and books will enrich your life.
That’s why the aquarium hobby is only as limited 
as its means and goals. If your goal is working 
with Apistogramma, you are opening yourself 
up to a treasure hunt, a biology and geography 
lesson, and a circle of some of the most 
interesting friends you may ever meet.

“To get apistos to breed it helps to have a pair that has chosen each other. In the absence of that, having the male 
and female in a tank where they can see a pair of fish like themselves seems to improve their desire for each other;”
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Marine

By: James W. Fatherree

Algae eaters in the 

marine Aquarium!

“About the only thing to be mindful of is having too many 
invertebrates in an aquarium. Algae eaters need algae, and they 

may eat only certain types.”

Photographer: James W. Fatherree The 
perpetual growth of the unwanted algae 
in marine aquariums is one of the biggest 

headaches for hobbyists. It comes in many 
forms, ranging from an unattractive green film 
of microalgae on the glass to fleshy, vine-like 
macroalgae that grows over rockwork and 
smothers corals. To keep an aquarium looking its 
best, and sometimes to keep corals alive, algae 
must be dealt with.
Unfortunately, there is no way to keep algae from 

growing in the first place. Even with the best 
filtration and regular water changes, algae will 
still appear; however, maintaining excellent water 
quality and keeping waterborne nutrients at the 
lowest possible concentration will prevent the 
worst of it. 
The occupants of a tank can also be beneficial 
in this regard. In addition to numerous fishes 
that can help keep algal growth in check and an 
aquarium looking sharp, there are algae-eating 
creatures that can help out, too, including various 
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“There are two types of algae-eating crabs that are readily available in the 
hobby: the Sally Lightfoot crab and the common mithrax crabs.” 

“The mithrax crabs commonly found in stores tend to stay much smaller and 
are not likely to cause trouble. They are the emerald crab (Mithraculus sculptus) 
and the red mithrax crab (M. forceps), both of which reach a full size of about 2 

inches (5 cm) across.”

crabs, sea urchins, sea slugs, and 
snails. We’ll take a closer look at 
these invertebrates here.
 
Crabs
Many crabs can be kept in 
aquariums stocked with larger 
fishes with no problems, but 
only a few can be housed in reef 
aquariums without causing trouble. 
This is because most crabs are 
carnivores and scavengers, and 
only a few are algae eaters that 
tend to leave other animals alone. 
There are two types of algae-eating 
crabs that are readily available in 
the hobby: the Sally Lightfoot crab 
and the common mithrax crabs.
Sally Lightfoot crabs (Percnon 
gibbesi), also called spray crabs, 
remind me a lot of long-legged 
spiders. The small ones are often 
sold as algae-eaters and will 
typically crawl around an aquarium 
grazing on filamentous (hair) algae. 
However, these crabs can grow 
to about 4 inches (10 cm) across 
and often become increasingly 
aggressive as they get larger. They 
also tend to shift from grazer to 
carnivore over time; in fact, they 
may attack and eat small fishes 
and tear up corals to get at any 
food inside them. 
When small, Sally Lightfoot crabs 
may be suitable for reef aquariums 
but will likely need to be removed 
when they grow. At any size, they 
may also be fine in a non-reef 
aquarium with fishes large enough 
to fend for themselves.

The mithrax crabs commonly 
found in stores tend to stay much 
smaller and are not likely to cause 
trouble. They are the emerald crab 
(Mithraculus sculptus) and the red 
mithrax crab (M. forceps), both of 
which reach a full size of about 2 
inches (5 cm) across. These are 
the only creatures I know of that will 
consistently eat nuisance bubble 
algae (Ventricaria ventricosa and 
Valonia spp.), along with other 
types of fleshy macroalgae, making 
them particularly desirable. They’ll 
also eat leftover fish foods. 

While these two species are 
generally safe for both reef and 
non-reef aquariums, note that there 
are other mithrax crabs that can get 
huge and wreak havoc, so make 
sure you know for sure what type 
you’re getting.
I’ve kept many of the emerald and 
red mithrax crabs over the years 
without incident, except for two 
that I had to remove. For reasons 
unknown, one started pulling my 
hermit crabs out of their shells 
and eating them. Another started 
eating some tiny featherduster tube 

worms. I’d never heard of either of 
these things happening before. It’s 
still a bit of a mystery, but the crabs 
had been living in the aquariums 
for at least several months and had 
cleared out all of the bubble algae—
maybe they were just really hungry. 
I’d still add them to an aquarium 
without worrying but would keep an 
eye on them and give them some 
pellet food or other tidbits if they got 
aggressive.
 
Hermit Crabs
Hermit crabs come in many sizes 
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“Numerous types of urchins are available, and they also come in a 
range of sizes and have varying diets. Many get rather large and 

can only be kept in large tanks, but the smaller ones are well suited 
for life in a typical aquarium.” 

and eat a wide range of foods. 
Some are aggressive carnivores, 
some are scavengers, and some 
are algae eaters, so again, make 
sure you know what you are getting 
and choose one of the readily 
available species of algae eaters 
that stay relatively small. 
The most commonly offered for 
the job are the blue-legged hermit 
crab (Clibanarius tricolor), scarlet 
hermit crab (Paguristes cadenati), 
blue-knuckle hermit crab (Calcinus 
laevimanus), and red-leg hermit 
crab (C. tibicen). They will all eat 
microalgae and filamentous algae, 
in addition to leftover fish foods. 
While I’ve never had any problems 
with them, it’s worth noting that 
some hobbyists report that the 
blue-knuckle and red-leg hermits 
will occasionally kill a small snail 
for its shell. Personally, I wouldn’t 
let that dissuade me from adding 
any of these to a reef or non-reef 
aquarium, since I’ve kept scores 
of them over the years without any 
issues.
Many hobbyists also say that 
the commonly available white-
spotted hermit crab (Dardanus 
megistos) and Halloween hermit 
crab (Ciliopagurus strigatus) are 
dangerous carnivores that should 
not be added to a reef aquarium; 
others would disagree, saying 
that they’ll eat macroalgae and 
uneaten fish food, and are at least 
as safe as many other hermit 
crabs. They get much larger than 
the other species mentioned and 
will climb over everything, but I’ve 
successfully kept them in reef and 
non-reef aquariums.

Sea Urchins
Numerous types of urchins are 
available, and they also come in 
a range of sizes and have varying 
diets. Many get rather large and 
can only be kept in large tanks, but 
the smaller ones are well suited 
for life in a typical aquarium. Most 
urchins will eat algae of some sort, 
with the most commonly offered 
species being consumers of both 
microalgae and filamentous algae.

What I typically see for sale are 
rock urchins (Echinometra spp.), 
long-spined urchins (Diadema 
spp.), and the very popular tuxedo 
urchin (Mespilia globulus), all of 
which can be kept in reef and non-
reef aquariums.
There are only a couple of cons to 
mention when it comes to these. 
First, the long-spined urchins 
certainly live up to their name, since 
their spines can get rather large 
over time. It’s important to be careful 
when working on an aquarium 
housing one to avoid a very painful 
puncture wound (or several). And, 

unfortunately, all three species can 
scour nicely colored coralline algae 
off rocks, carving thin, white zig-
zagging trails. But it will grow back, 
so again, I wouldn’t let this keep me 
from adding one to an aquarium.

Sea Slugs
For the most part, sea slugs should 
not be kept in aquariums, as many 
have very specific diets, which may 
be a single species of coral in some 
cases. Others can get enormous, 
and except for the mammoth 
specimens, all have a bad habit of 
getting sucked up into pump/filter 

“The most commonly offered for the job are the blue-legged hermit crab 
(Clibanarius tricolor), scarlet hermit crab (Paguristes cadenati), blue-knuckle 
hermit crab (Calcinus laevimanus), and red-leg hermit crab (C. tibicen). They 
will all eat microalgae and filamentous algae, in addition to leftover fish foods.”
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“There is one type that I’ve seen offered from time to time that 
is the only slug I’ve kept and would keep again if a macroalgae 

outbreak occurred: the lettuce sea slug (Elysia crispata),”

intakes. 
There is one type that I’ve seen 
offered from time to time that is 
the only slug I’ve kept and would 
keep again if a macroalgae 
outbreak occurred: the lettuce sea 
slug (Elysia crispata), from the 
Caribbean. This species grows to a 
size of 2 or 3 inches (5 to 7.5 cm) 
and looks quite fancy. It’s also very 
interesting because it manages to 
keep some of the photosynthetic 
structures (chloroplasts) from the 
algae it eats and uses them in the 
same way that corals use algae to 
get food. They’ll need bright lights 
to stay alive and should not be kept 
in non-reef aquariums. Also, they 
can get sucked up into unscreened 
intakes and will starve to death in a 
relatively clean aquarium. Their life 
span is also pretty short, at several 
months to about a year, which is 
something else to keep in mind.
 
Snails
As with the other invertebrates, 
there are numerous types of 
snails with variable diets. Some 
spend most of their time buried 
in the sediment, some are strictly 
scavengers, some are carnivores, 
and some are algae eaters. Some 
also stay relatively small, while 
others get huge and shouldn’t be 
kept in any home aquarium.
That being said, there are some 
that stay the perfect size, eat 
nothing but algae, and don’t cause 
any problems. So, I’ve saved the 
best algae eaters for last, with 
the top picks for reef and non-
reef aquariums being the fighting 
conch (Strombus alatus) and the 
various turban snails belonging to 
the genera Turbo, Trochus, and 
Astraea.
Despite its name, the fighting 
conch doesn’t get into fights, but 
it will grow up to 4 inches (10 cm) 
in length. It will eat microalgae and 
detritus, but it typically feeds only 
on the substrate and needs a lot of 
food. It should only be kept in large 
aquariums with a lot of exposed 
sandy space and algae. The 
fighting conch can, however, be fed 

algae pellets if there isn’t much to 
eat on the sand. 
The turban snails for sale typically 
reach a full size of about 1 to 2 
inches (2.5 to 5 cm) and can thus 
be kept in smaller tanks. They’ll 
also eat microalgae, but unlike the 
fighting conch, they will crawl all 
over everything in an aquarium, 
cleaning up as they go. They don’t 
damage corals and such, or eat 
coralline algae. My favorites are 
the astraea snail (Astraea tecta), 
which is typically the smallest of the 
bunch, and the Mexican turbo snail 
(Turbo fluctuosa), which also stays 

small at about 1½ inches (4 cm) 
when fully grown and often feeds 
on filamentous algae.
About the only thing to be mindful 
of is having too many invertebrates 
in an aquarium. Algae eaters need 
algae, and they may eat only 
certain types. Make sure to provide 
enough food and to remove a tank 
inhabitant before it starves if that 
becomes an issue.
And, of course, it should go without 
saying that none of these algae-
eating creatures should be kept 
with any fish that’ll eat them!

“My favorites are the astraea snail (Astraea tecta), which is typically the 
smallest of the bunch, and the Mexican turbo snail (Turbo fluctuosa), which 

also stays small at about 1½ inches (4 cm) when fully grown and often feeds 
on filamentous algae.”



40 the fishkeeper November/December 2019   www.thefishkeeper.co.za

Building a Koi 
Pond Using 
Pond Liner!

By: Angela Beckx

When thinking about building a pond, it is 
very important to have a good plan before 
you start to dig. Decide if you want a pond 

with fish in it or a pond for aesthetics only with water 
plants in it but no fish. The option you choose will 
affect the depth and filtration of the pond. The pond 
size and depth will be very different depending if 
you wish to keep fish or plants in your liner pond. If 
you wish to keep fish you will need around 1meter 
depth and then you can add a liner bottom drain 
to take out the fish waste on the floor of the pond. 

If you are only keeping plants and having a water 
feature, then you don’t have to go as deep.

When trying to find a good position for your pond 
try to find a place in the garden that gets half a 
day sun and half a day shade.  If the pond gets full 
sunlight all day long the algae sometimes can be 
a problem.  Think about putting garden benches 
near the pond, so you can enjoy sitting peacefully 
and watching your Koi swim around.  

KOI

“Think about putting garden benches near the pond, so 
you can enjoy sitting peacefully and watching your Koi 

swim around.” 
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Construction
 
Flexible pond liners are often the most inexpensive 
option to build your koi pond. They can be used for 
virtually any shape and size you wish to build. Pond 
liners are available in different micron and I would 
recommend for Koi 500-800-micron sheeting. The 
stronger you go the longer the pond liner will last 
and placing an edging around the liner will prolong 
its life further as you will limit the exposure to the 
sunlight.  Pond liners are available in precut sizers 
or you can order to size. Black and Blue are the 
most popular colours.
 
Helpful tips on how to make a liner pond.

Step 1
Dig the hole to the shape you would like for your 
liner pond, and make the sides sloping rather 
than vertical. Create plant shelves for marginal 
plants and make the shelves or steps about 20 
to 40cm deep to allow for different water plant 
requirements. Make sure you use a spirit level and 
check the pond is level, if it is not level it makes 
it very hard for you to hide the liner when you are 
doing the edging. 

Step 2
Make sure the hole is free from sharp stones, 
sticks and roots and place the underlay on a 5cm 
layer of umgeni sand.  If you cannot get a liner 
underlay, bedim has being used.  Using an 

underlay or bedim helps to protect the pond liner. 
Place the liner over the underlay. Lightly anchor 
the liner in its position using bricks that must be 
evenly distributed around the top edge of the liner 
to keep it in its place. 

Step 3
Slowly add water into the pond and at the same 
time pull and tuck the liner into your desired shape.  
The liner will stretch in the beginning and you can 
mold it to your requirements and get rid of some of 
the creases. You will have some creases that will 
remain, but overtime the natural algae will grow 
over the creases and you will not see them. Once 
you have molded it get out of the pond and fill it 
up completely, making sure the liner fits closely 
all around.  Leave it over night to allow for proper 
settlement of the liner and then cut off any excess 
liner with scissors or a knife.  Remember to leave 
a minimum of 60cm overlap for anchorage.

Step 4
Once the liner settles in you need to leave it for 
few days to settle and then you can begin the 
edging. Slabs and paving stones are a popular 
choice. Other options like, flat rocks, river pebbles, 
smooth boulders, rocks of different shapes and 
sizes all help to hide the edging of the liner and 
give the pond a natural look.

“Once the liner settles in you need to leave it for few days to settle and then you can begin the edging. Slabs 
and paving stones are a popular choice.”
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Step 5
If you are going to add fish to your pond then you need to install a pump 
and filter. If you have built a large pond you will connect the liner drain to 
the filter system. Smaller systems you will just place your pump inside the 
pond and connect it to your filter and UV light.  The filter will trap the dirt and 
fish waste and the UV light will prevent the pond from going green.
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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 Nkonde Island
Sexfasciatus Nkonde Island
Nasuta Kipili
Papilo Kipili
Bento tricoti
Ventralis Kipili
Leptosoma Nkonde Island
Leptosoma Ulwile Island
Compressiceps Nkonde 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
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