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INTRODUCTION:
WHY A
SALTWATER
AQUARIUM?

So,  you  are  thinking
about  sett ing  up  a
saltwater  aquarium.
Welcome to one of the
m o s t  r e w a r d i n g ,
visually  stunning,  and
surprisingly  accessible
hobbies  in  the  world.
For decades, saltwater
tanks were seen as the
exclusive  territory  of
expert  hobbyists  with
deep pockets and even
deeper patience. While

it is true that a marine
aquarium requires a bit
more attention than a
simple freshwater tank,
the  rea l i ty  i s  that
almost  anyone  can
successfully set up and
maintain  a  beautiful
saltwater  system  with
the right guidance.
The  purpose  of  this
guide  is  to  demystify
the entire process. We
are  go ing  to  wa lk
through  every  step,
from choosing the right
tank  size  to  adding
your first fish, in a way
that is clear, practical,
a n d  f r e e  o f
unnecessary  jargon.
Whether you dream of

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Setting Up A Saltwater Aquarium For
Dummies

2023-06-10

a  vibrant  reef  full  of
corals  and clownfish or
a fish-only  display with
a  majestic  tang,  the
fundamentals  are  the
same. Let us dive in.

CHOOSING THE
RIGHT TANK SIZE

T h e  s i n g l e  m o s t
c o m m o n  m i s t a k e
beginners  make  is
starting  with  a  tank
that  is  too  small.  It
seems counterintuitive.
A  s m a l l  t a n k  i s
cheaper, fits on a desk,
and  looks  easier  to
maintain,  r ight?  In
r e a l i t y ,  s m a l l e r
volumes  of  water  are
far  less  stable  than
larger  ones.  A  five-
g a l l o n  t a n k  c a n
experience  drastic
swings in temperature,
salinity, and pH within
h o u r s ,  w h i c h  i s
stressful  and  often
fatal  for  marine  life.
For  a  first  saltwater
aquarium, a tank of

40  to  55  gallons  is
the  ideal  starting
p o i n t .  T h i s  s i z e
prov ides  a  s tab le
environment  that  is
forgiv ing  of  minor
mistakes, yet it  is not
s o  l a r g e  t h a t  i t
b e c o m e s
o v e r w h e l m i n g  t o
manage. A larger water
v o l u m e  d i l u t e s
pollutants  and  gives
y o u  m o r e  t i m e  t o
cor rec t  p rob lems
before  they  become
crises.
Consider  a  standard
40-gallon breeder tank.
It has a wide footprint,
excellent  surface  area
for gas exchange, and
is  deep  enough  to
a l low  for  creat ive
aquascaping.  Avoid
nano  tanks  (under  20
gallons) until you have
a t  l eas t  a  yea r  o f
experience under your
belt.
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What
About the
Stand?
Do  not  underestimate
t h e  w e i g h t  o f  a
saltwater  aquarium.
Sa l twater  we ighs
approximately  8.5
pounds  per  gallon.  A
55-gallon  tank  with
water,  rock,  and sand
will  easily exceed 500
pounds.  You  need  a
dedicated  aquarium
stand  designed  to
support that weight. A
flimsy  piece  of
furniture  will  fail,  and
the  consequences  are
catastrophic.  Invest  in
a  quality  stand  from
the start.

ESSENTIAL
EQUIPMENT: WHAT
YOU ACTUALLY

NEED

The equipment list for
a saltwater aquarium is
l o n g e r  t h a n  f o r  a
freshwater tank, but it
is  not  as  complicated
as it looks. Let us break
down  the  essentials,
plus  a  few items that
a r e  h i g h l y
recommended  for
beginners.

The
Filtration
System
Biological  filtration  is
t he  hea r t  o f  you r
aquar ium.  Th is  i s
where  beneficial
bacteria  break  down
toxic  ammonia  and
nitrite into much safer
n i t ra te .  The  most
common  and  effective
method  is  using  live
rock  (rock  colonized
by  beneficial  bacteria)
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a n d  a  p r o t e i n
skimmer .
A protein skimmer is a
device  that  removes
organic waste before it
breaks down, reducing
t h e  l o a d  o n  y o u r
biological  filter.  It  is
arguably  the  most
important  piece  of
equipment you can buy
for a saltwater tank. Do
not skip this.

Heating
and
Temperat
ure
Control
Marine  l i fe  is  very
s e n s i t i v e  t o
temperature  swings.
You  need  a  reliable
a q u a r i u m  h e a t e r
capable of maintaining

a  stable  temperature
between  76  and  78
degrees  Fahrenheit.
For  a  55-gallon  tank,
two  smaller  heaters
are  often  better  than
one large heater. If one
f a i l s ,  t h e  o t h e r
provides  a  safety  net.
Always use a separate
digital thermometer to
verify the temperature,
as  heater  dials  are
notoriously inaccurate.

Lighting
Your  lighting  choice
depends  entirely  on
what you plan to keep.
If you are starting with
a  fish-only  aquarium,
any basic LED light will
suffice.  If  you  plan  to
keep corals, especially
reef-building corals like
stony corals, you need
high-output LED or T5
l i g h t i n g .  F o r  a
beginner,  start  with
simple, soft corals like
m u s h r o o m s  o r
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zoanth ids ,  wh i ch
require  only  moderate
light.

Water
Movemen
t
Saltwater  aquariums
r e l y  o n  w a t e r
movement  to  deliver
oxygen  and  nutrients
to your inhabitants and
to prevent dead spots
w h e r e  d e t r i t u s
a c c u m u l a t e s .  A
standard  return  pump
from your sump (if you
use one) is usually not
enough. You will  need
powerheads  o r  a
wavemaker  to  create
flow.  Aim  for  10  to  20
times the tank volume
in turnover per hour.

SETTING UP THE
TANK: STEP-BY-

STEP

This  is  where  the  fun
begins.  Follow  these
steps in order, and you
w i l l  s e t  a  s o l i d
foundation  for  your
n e w  m a r i n e
ecosystem.

Rinse and1.
Position the
Tank: Place the
tank on its stand
and make sure it
is perfectly level.
Rinse the tank
with fresh water
only. No soap.
Soap residues
are toxic to
marine life.
Add Substrate:2.
Aragonite sand is
the standard
choice for
saltwater tanks.
It helps buffer pH
and looks
natural. Rinse
the sand in a
bucket before
adding it to the
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tank. Spread it
evenly, about 1
to 2 inches deep
for a fish-only
system, or 3 to 4
inches for a deep
sand bed.
Place Your Live3.
Rock:
Aquascaping is
an art. Build
stable structures
with plenty of
caves and
crevices for fish
to hide. Ensure
the rock is
resting on the
glass bottom or
on a PVC frame,
not buried deep
in the sand (to
avoid collapse).
Do not stack
rocks unsafely.
Use zip ties or
aquarium-safe
epoxy if needed.
Fill with4.
Saltwater: You
can mix your
own saltwater

using a quality
marine salt mix
and a bucket, or
you can
purchase pre-
mixed saltwater
from a local fish
store. Fill the
tank slowly to
avoid disturbing
your aquascape.
Install5.
Equipment:
Place your
heater, protein
skimmer,
powerheads, and
return pump. Do
not turn anything
on yet except the
pump for a few
minutes to check
for leaks.
Start the Cycle:6.
Once everything
is in place, it is
time for the
nitrogen cycle.
This is the most
important phase
and requires
patience.
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THE NITROGEN
CYCLE: PATIENCE
IS A VIRTUE

You  cannot  add  fish
immediately. Your tank
must  first  establish  a
colony  of  beneficial
bacter ia  that  w i l l
process waste.  This  is
called  "cycling  the
tank."  The  process
takes anywhere from 4
to 8 weeks.
To start the cycle, you
need  an  ammonia
source. You can add a
smal l  p iece  of  raw
s h r i m p  f r o m  t h e
grocery  store,  or  you
c a n  u s e  l i q u i d
a m m o n i a .  A s  t h e
a m m o n i a  r i s e s ,
bacteria that consume
ammonia will  begin to
grow.  They  produce
nitrite as a byproduct.
Then, a second type of
bacteria  grows  that
consumes  nitrite  and
produces  nitrate.
You will test your water

dur ing  this  per iod
using a reliable test kit
( A P I  i s  a  c o m m o n
brand).  When you see
ammonia drop to zero,
nitrite  spike  and  then
drop to zero, and you
have  a  read ing  o f
nitrate,  your  cycle  is
complete. At this point,
you  can  perform  a
partial water change to
lower  the  nitrate  and
then  begin  adding  fish
very  slowly.

SELECTING YOUR
FIRST FISH

Choosing  livestock  is
the most exciting part,
but  it  is  also  where
many beginners  make
costly  mistakes.  Do
not  impulse  buy.
Research  every  fish
you  are  considering.
Some  fish  are
aggressive,  some  are
shy, and some require
very specific diets.
Excellent  beginner  fish
include:
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Ocellaris
Clownfish:
Hardy, colorful,
and full of
personality. They
are the poster
child of saltwater
aquariums for
good reason.
Firefish:
Peaceful,
beautiful, and
excellent for
smaller tanks.
Royal Gramma:
A stunning
purple-and-
yellow fish that is
generally easy to
care for.
Banggai
Cardinalfish:
Very peaceful
and unique
looking. They
tend to hover in
the water
column.

Avoid  fish  like  Moorish
Idols,  Regal  Tangs,  or
any  angelfish  until  you
have more experience.

Also,  never  add  more
than one or two fish at
a time. Your biological
filter  needs  time  to
adjust to the increased
bioload.

DAILY AND
WEEKLY
MAINTENANCE

A saltwater aquarium is
not  set-it-and-forget-it.
Regular maintenance is
required to  keep your
s y s t e m  h e a l t h y .
F o r t u n a t e l y ,  t h e
routine is simple once
you establish it.

Daily
Tasks

Check that the
temperature is
stable.
Observe your fish
for signs of
disease or stress.
Feed your fish
once or twice a
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day, only what
they can
consume in two
minutes.

Weekly
Tasks

Test water
parameters:
salinity (specific
gravity), pH,
ammonia, nitrite,
and nitrate.
Perform a 10 to
15 percent water
change using
pre-mixed
saltwater at the
correct
temperature and
salinity.
Clean the glass
of algae using a
magnetic
scraper.
Empty and clean
the protein
skimmer
collection cup.

COMMON
BEGINNER
MISTAKES TO
AVOID

Knowing what not to do
is just as important as
knowing  what  to  do.
Here  are  the  most
frequent  pitfal ls.

Overfeeding:
This is the
number one
cause of poor
water quality.
Excess food
decays and
creates
ammonia.
Adding fish too
quickly: The
cycle is not a
suggestion. It is a
requirement. Be
patient.
Ignoring water
changes: Water
changes replace
trace elements
and remove
pollutants that
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skimmers cannot
remove.
Using tap
water: Tap
water contains
copper, chlorine,
and other
contaminants
that are harmful
to marine life.
Use RO/DI water
(reverse osmosis
deionized) or
distilled water for
mixing salt and
for topping off
evaporation.
Not
quarantining
new fish:
Disease is a
major problem in
the saltwater
hobby. A simple
10-gallon
quarantine tank
can save you
from losing your
entire display
tank to an
outbreak.

CONCLUSION

Setting up a saltwater
aquarium is a journey,
not a destination.  The
process of  cycling the
tank,  selecting  your
first  fish,  and  watching
a barren box of water
t r a n s f o r m  i n t o  a
thriving  little  slice  of
o c e a n  i s  d e e p l y
rewarding. Yes, there is
a  learning  curve.  Yes,
y o u  w i l l  m a k e
mistakes.  But  armed
w i t h  t h e  r i g h t
k n o w l e d g e  a n d  a
h e a l t h y  d o s e  o f
pat ience,  you  can
absolutely succeed.
Start with a tank that is
large  enough  to  be
stable, invest in a good
protein  skimmer  and
heater, take your time
w i t h  t h e  c y c l i n g
process,  and  choose
your fish wisely. Follow
these  fundamentals,
and  you  will  not  only
keep  your  fish  alive
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and  healthy;  you  will
also  develop a  lasting
appreciation  for  the

delicate,  beautiful
world  beneath  the
surface. Good luck, and
enjoy the journey.


