

[image: image]





[image: image]




Aquarium Fish

Don Harper





[image: image]

Contents

[image: image]


Cover



Title Page





Keeping Fish



The Tank



Plants



Tank Setup And Care



Fish Profiles



Anabantoids



Catfish



Characiforms



Cichlids



Killifish



Poecilids



Cyprinids



Miscellaneous Fish



Keeping Your Fish Healthy



Breeding



Glossary



Further Information



Searchable Terms





Acknowledgements



Copyright



About the Publisher







[image: image]

KEEPING FISH
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There are few hobbies that are as relaxing, interesting and enjoyable as keeping an aquarium. Whichever fish you prefer, you can create different environments for them in a tank – where you can gain a unique insight into the natural world of fish.

THE APPEAL OF AN AQUARIUM

An aquarium does not require a large amount of space, and you can easily fit one in your home. There are also plenty of ways to arrange the decor in a tank to suit your tastes and the needs of the fish. With such a wide range of aquarium fish in an array of shapes and colours, there is certain to be at least one species that will appeal to you – in fact, you might find limiting the choice of fish for your tank is the most difficult part of keeping fish.

Breeding fish

As long as you care for your fish properly, there are a number of fish that you can breed and rear in the home aquarium, adding to the fascination of the hobby. Live-bearers such as guppies are the most straightforward to breed. However, successfully spawning some egg-laying species and rearing their fry can be a real challenge.


For the experienced fish-keeper, another possibility is the creation of new colour and fin variants in a fish such as those found in angelfish (Pterophyllum species) and swordtails (Xiphophorus species).

Links with fellow enthusiasts

There can be a social dimension to having an aquarium, with aquatic societies catering both for general fish-keepers and also specific groups of fish such as cichlids. Some of these organizations hold regular meetings, while others operate through the Internet, linking people around the world.

[image: image]

Mollies (Poecilia velifera) can become so tame that once they recognize you they will feed from your hand.
 Neil Hepworth


There are regular fish shows organized by aquatic societies, where fish are exhibited. Specific judging standards have been established for a number of the more common aquarium fish such as goldfish and guppies, which are bred in numerous fancy forms.

The benefits of fish-keeping

Scientific research into fish-keeping has confirmed that watching fish as they swim around in their tank is a relaxing activity. It can lead to a reduction in blood pressure, which brings direct health benefits. This helps to explain why aquaria are often found in stressful places such as dentists’ waiting rooms.

An aquarium can provide a focal point of interest that can be shared by young and old alike, and a goldfish will make an ideal first pet for a child, as it will require minimal adult assistance. Fish-keeping is also an activity that can be enjoyed by those with disabilities, who may not be able to care for other pets that require more attention.

[image: image]

Goldfish (Carassius auratus) are easy to keep.
 Neil Hepworth
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ACQUIRING FISH

If you live in a hard-water area, set up a tank for fish that naturally occur in this environment, such as cichlids from the Rift Valley lakes of Africa. If you have soft water, you can keep fish such as the discus (Symphysodon species) from the Amazonian region. Or modify the water chemistry in your tank (Water–Maintaining brackish water) to keep a wider variety of fish.

Fish size

Although most fish for sale are small because they are young, fish do vary in size. Some catfish and cichlids can grow 30cm (1ft) long and will become too big for your tank. Avoid overstocking the tank (Stocking capacity).

[image: image]

White spot can be caused by stress (Parasites and fungus).
 Neil Hepworth


Before choosing fish

You need to consider the following factors before you buy your fish:



[image: image]Water chemistry and temperature range

[image: image]Compatibility

[image: image]Adult size

[image: image]Ease of care and breeding

[image: image]Dietary needs (certain fish need special foods)




Getting along together

Many fish such as tetras live in shoals. They are docile, and you can keep them with nonaggressive fish that need similar water conditions, such as Corydoras catfish, creating a ‘community aquarium’. Keep other fish with predatory natures on their own.

Aggressive behaviour occurs among the same species. Males of the Siamese fighting fish (Betta splendens) attack other species with similar colours, believing them to be rivals. Territorial disputes also arise at breeding time. Keeping odd numbers of fish such as a group of five creates greater harmony than pairs.


Good beginners’ fish

[image: image] Goldfish

[image: image] Corydoras catfish

[image: image] Platy

[image: image] Dwarf gourami

Not for beginners

[image: image] Red-tailed black catfish (Phractocephalus hemioliopterus): grows large

[image: image] Honey gourami (Colisa sota): delicate

[image: image] Shark catfish (Arius seemani): predatory



Shopping for fish

Many pet stores stock common fish such as goldfish and guppies. For a wider selection visit an aquatic centre. Check the fish before buying them, inspecting all of the fish in the tank. Look for diseases (Diseases–Viral). Minor inflammation on the fin occurs when fish have been recently moved. Once they are in a permanent home, it will heal. Healthy fish are brightly coloured, depending on the species, not pale, and should be well-muscled. Fish should swim easily, but some fish such as catfish are reluctant to swim.

Fish to avoid

A fish that floats at an abnormal angle is ill. If the body shape is shrunken towards the rear, it is an old or ill fish. Look for missing scales. Any damage to the body can lead to a fungal infection (Symptoms and diseases–Bacterial). Check the fins. Long fins ragged at their tips are okay, but be concerned if they are badly frayed, with signs of fungus.

[image: image]

Choose only healthy fish such as this African cichlid. Give them a final inspection while in a plastic bag to go home.
 Neil Hepworth
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HOW FISH WORK

Fish rely on a pair of gills to extract oxygen from water. Water is drawn in through the mouth and flows over the gills, where oxygen enters the bloodstream and carbon dioxide diffuses into the water, which is then expelled from the body. If the fish is distressed or has difficulty in breathing, the gills move more rapidly.

Alternative breathing

Some fish that live in slow-flowing, stagnant and poorly oxygenated waters have an auxiliary means of breathing. They gulp air from the surface, which passes into their swim bladder. This organ allows the fish to adjust its position in the water. The anabantoids have evolved another method of supplementary breathing – special labyrinth organs near their gills.

[image: image]

Neil Hepworth


Bottom-dwellers

The appearance of most fish can provide clues about their lifestyle and the area of the tank in which they occupy. In bottom-feeding fish, such as loricariid catfish, the mouth is underneath the body. These fish are sluggish by nature, and their body shape allows them to lie on the base of the tank and hide.

Active fish

A fish with a streamlined appearance, often with a forked caudal fin that allows it to power through the water with minimum effort, will be an active fish. If it has upward-pointing jaws and a flat upper body profile – hatchetfish, for example – it lives and feeds close to the water surface. A fish that occupies the mid-water level such as a tetra has balanced jaws and a streamlined, symmetrical body shape.


External protection

Most fish have a covering of hard, overlapping scales to provide them with protection, but the size and shape of these scales vary. Some catfish, such as members of the Corydoras group, rely on bony plates instead of scales to protect their bodies. These restrict the fish’s mobility. More active catfish in the Synodontis genus rely on well-lubricated, thickened skin as defence against predators and infections.
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THE TANK
[image: image]



Setting up an aquarium is usually an easy procedure, and you can create a traditional or contemporary design without difficulty. You can choose from all-in-one units, incorporating everything you need, or buy the tank and the components separately. The most important decision to make is deciding where you want to position the tank before starting to equip it, because once it is full of water, it will be impossible to be moved without emptying it.


Tanks for kids

A coldwater tank is more suitable for a child caring for the fish on his or her own, as there is no risk of accidental burning when maintaining the tank. However, if a child wants to keep tropical fish, use a tank with an external tank heater and a separate thermostat. An acrylic tank will be safer and lighter for a child to handle than a glass unit, although its sides can be scratched.



SELECTING A TANK

The first main decision is whether you want to keep coldwater fish such as goldfish or tropical fish, which require a heated aquarium. The expense of running a heating system is low, and heaters that incorporate integral thermostats are inexpensive. In any case you will need a filtration system and a light over the tank, and these require an electrical supply.

Choosing a location

[image: image]

The rectangular tank is the most common type. It has a better surface area than round bowls or tower tanks.
 Neil Hepworth

Decide where you want to place the tank before buying it, so that you can select one that will fit in the chosen space, considering both its size and shape. It is better to position the tank in the room where it will be against a wall out of direct sunlight, especially around the middle of the day, when the sun is at its hottest. However, brief morning sunlight can be beneficial on occasions, especially to encourage spawning behaviour in cyprinids and other species.

Aquarium designs

Glass tanks are made in a variety of shapes such as the traditional rectangular design, bowl shape and modern designs. You may not find an undergravel filter plate to fit over the entire base of an unusual-shaped tank, so you’ll need another filtration method.

Triangular glass tanks are available to fit in the corner of a room. Most of these come with a cabinet and a hood. Remember that custom-made aquaria are expensive compared with more conventional designs.


Horizontal vs vertical

Avoid buying a tank in the shape of a vertical tower. It has little horizontal swimming space for fish and a small surface area compared with its volume of water. This creates a less efficient gaseous exchange, which takes place at the air-water interface, with carbon dioxide diffusing out of the water and being replaced by oxygen.



Stands

A free-standing tank without a cabinet can be supported on a stand, or it can be placed on a piece of furniture. Make sure that the furniture is sturdy enough for the weight of the aquarium when filled with water.


[image: image]

HEATING THE TANK

The aquarium heater usually fits inside the aquarium, where it must be fully submerged under water when switched on. Always allow it to cool before removing it from the tank. If you have a shallow aquarium – for killifish perhaps – use a short heater.

Heaters and watts

The output of heaters is measured in watts. The heat output your tank needs depends on the volume of the tank. Look for a table on the back of the package to help you choose the correct heater for your tank. As a guide, there should be 0.2–0.5 watts per litre (1–2 watts per imperial gallon). However, a tank with a large volume of water holds its temperature better than a small tank.

[image: image]

The size of the tank will affect the heater it needs.
 Neil Hepworth

Internal heaters

Most internal tank heaters incorporate an integral thermostat, and this combined unit is known as a heaterstat. The thermostat controls the heat output from the unit and is preset to 24°C (75°F). You can raise the temperature slightly to encourage spawning by turning a knob. Otherwise, the preset temperature is suitable for a tropical aquarium.

The heaterstat fits at the back of the tank and there must be free circulation of water around the unit, so that colder water is brought into contact with the heater. Place it at an angle to allow the heated water to rise and be circulated by convection currents and pull cooler water into contact with the heater below. This creates a more consistent water temperature and prevents the heated water from contacting the thermostat and turning the unit off.


Heating choices

You need to consider the following points before heating an aquarium:

[image: image] Do you want coldwater or tropical fish (don’t heat a tank for coldwater fish)

[image: image] Do you need internal or external heating (choose the latter for large and destructive fish)

[image: image] Do you want a traditional thermometer or an LCD thermometer



Undertank heat

An external heater in the form of a thin pad that lies under the base of the tank is the best choice for large fish or destructive fish that excavate the ground for food. You’ll need a thermostat that fits within the tank to control the pad. Undertank heating is often preferred in a breeding tank. Use one if the water is shallow or if there is a risk of eggs being deposited on the heater.

Temperature readings

An aquarium thermometer ensures that the heating system is working. You can purchase the traditional internal thermometer, but external LCD designs with a colour strip are easier to read. Make sure you attach it properly to the outside of tank for an accurate reading. Place the thermometer at the farthest point from the heater, where the water is coldest.

[image: image]

For an oscar (Astronotus ocellatus) or other destructive or large fish, only use an external undertank heater.
 Neil Hepworth
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LIGHTS AND LIGHTING

The lighting above a tank is not only essential for seeing the fish clearly – especially when looking for signs of a disease or indications that fish are ready to spawn – but it is also vital for healthy aquatic plants. The plants in the tank rely on light as a source of energy. It allows them to photosynthesize, where the plants use the carbon dioxide discharged by the fish and release oxygen into the water – which also contributes to the well-being of the fish.

Flourescent lights

[image: image]

The fluorescent tube fits in the tank’s hood.
 Interpet (01306 881 033)

Not all lights are suitable for an aquarium. Plants need to be exposed to specific wavelengths of light for photosynthesizing. You should use special fluorescent lights that mimic the effects of sunlight. They have the additional benefit of emitting light rather than heat, so they will not affect the water temperature – unlike ordinary tungsten bulbs. You’ll need at least one full spectrum tube for photosynthesis.


Special lighting

You can run two tubes in parallel to include a tube to highlight the coloration of the fish along with a full spectrum tube. Or use a night light for fish that live in dark surroundings or for catfish and other species that become more active from dusk onwards.



The output of lighting varies, and more powerful lighting is necessary above deeper aquaria. There should be a minimum of 4 watts of light for each 4.5 litres (1 imperial gallon) of water.

Replacing the lights

The output from fluorescent lights declines over time, so it is recommended to
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