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Marine aquariums can range from a few gallons to     
hundreds of gallons, but the principles are the same. 
When choosing a tank size, we say “the bigger – the    
better”! The larger the tank, the slower any change will 
take place. For instance, when water evaporates, it would 
take a lot longer to make a difference in a 75 gallon tank 
than in a 10 gallon one. You will have more time to notice 
a problem and take measures to correct it. 
 

“Fish Only” vs “Reef” 
When setting up a marine aquarium, you have to decide 
to set it up as a “fish only” or “reef” tank.  “Fish only” tanks 
have fish and live rock, whereas, “reef” tanks focus on 
anemones, corals, and invertebrates.  The equipment you 
purchase for your new aquarium will depend on which 
type of setup you  choose. 
 

Filtration 
Filtration is a critical aspect of any saltwater tank.  There 
are three basic types of filtration to consider: biological, 
mechanical, and chemical. 
 Biological filtration is the process by which bacteria 

(nitrobacter and nitrosomona) convert ammonia into 
nitrite, then nitrite into nitrate (see our handout “Basic 
Information on the Aquarium Cycle”).  Using live rock 
and live sand in your aquarium will help with          
biological filtration. 

 Mechanical filtration physically removes particulate 
matter from the aquarium water.  This is                 
accomplished by using power or canister filters and 
protein skimmers. 

 Chemical filtration changes the chemical           
composition of the water.  This usually refers to using 
activated carbon, ion exchange resins, or other 
chemicals in the aquarium. 

 
“Fish Only” Filtration 
We suggest you purchase a power filter or canister filter 
that moves at least 10 gallons of water an hour per   
gallon of tank water.  For example, a 30 gallon tank 
would need a filter that moves at least 300 gallons of 
water per hour (10 x 30 = 300).  In addition, you will 
also need a protein skimmer which is a type of filter that 
removes organic waste from the water before it        
becomes a problem. 
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“Reef” Filtration 
If you wish to keep live corals, you must also have two 
water pumps in addition to the filter and protein      
skimmer.  You will need one pump at each end of your 
aquarium for water movement.  Water movement brings 
oxygen to the corals, stops debris from settling on the 
corals, helps feed the corals, and prevents water from   
stagnating in pockets behind the “live rock” structures in 
your tank. 

 

Lighting 
“Fish Only” Lighting 
A fluorescent light fixture is sufficient to illuminate a 
“fish only” tank.  A good bulb, such as a PowerGlo by 
Hagen, will bring out the brilliant colors of your fish. 
 
“Reef” Lighting 
In a reef tank, the lighting becomes a little more      
complicated because proper lighting is essential in  
order to keep most corals, clams, anemones, and     
polyps alive and healthy.  The symbiotic algae that lives 
in the tissue of corals require a high intensity light to 
survive.  If the algae dies, the coral dies.  There are 
some polyps, stony corals, and soft corals that are   
hardier and can be maintained under “lower intensity 
lighting”, but for most reef tanks, we suggest a much 
higher intensity. 
In a beginner’s reef tank with hardy corals, a ratio of 
two to one white verses actinic blue bulbs would be  
sufficient (appropriate sized bulbs are assumed here!) 
For deeper tanks, much higher intensity lighting will be 
needed. Also remember that glass tops do filter out 
some of the spectrum and lower the intensity of the light 
that reaches the corals. We do not recommend the use 
of a glass top in reef tanks. 
For a more advanced reef with more difficult stony    
corals and clams, it would be best to consult with a 
salesperson as the lighting choices keep improving.  
So, let us show you the best that is currently available! 



Maintenance 
Like a freshwater tank, a saltwater tank should be algae 
wiped and gravel washed regularly. If you choose a sand 
substrate, there are several animals that will sift the sand 
and help keep it clean. Snails, hermit crabs, starfish, and 
some fish are excellent natural forms of algae control. In 
a reef tank, there are several supplements that should be 
added regularly. (Please consult a salesperson to        
determine exactly what supplements you would need and 
when you would need them.) 
One of the most critical, yet often overlooked forms of 
maintenance, is “water changes“. After the cycle is    
complete (see our handout “Basic Information on the 
Aquarium Cycle”), water changes depend on the level of 
nitrites and nitrates in your tank (we will test your water 
for these two elements free of charge in our store). With 
proper maintenance and filtration, you should not have to 
change a large amount of water. Remember, the water 
that is replacing old tank water must have the same    
salinity and temperature as the water in the tank. A     
sudden change in salinity could be disastrous for your 
aquarium inhabitants. 
When water evaporation occurs, you should simply add 
dechlorinated freshwater back to the tank to top it off. The 
best idea is to add reverse osmosis or distilled water   
instead of tap water. (Tap water has many other          
dissolved chemicals besides just chlorine). Do not add 
salt to this water. Remember: water evaporates – but salt 
does not. If you add salt to this water, your salinity will 
rise.  
B & B Pet Stop sells water that has been filtered through 
a reverse osmosis filter and then run through ion         
exchange resins. This is ideal “top off” water. We also sell 
this same filtered water with the salt already mixed in. 
This makes water changes quite easy. 

Substrate/Gravel 
A saltwater tank should use a calcium carbonate based 
gravel or sand. The calcium carbonate buffers the pH of 
the water and acts as a stabilizer by fighting the pH’s 
natural tendency to drop. We recommend crushed coral, 
crushed shell, aragonite sand, or similar products.  

 
 
Water Conditioning 
The first step is to de-chlorinate the water. Next, adjust 
the salinity of the water. Synthetic sea salt is specially 
formulated to dissolve quickly and bring the pH up to its 
proper range of 8.0 – 8.4 (with 8.2 being ideal). Usually 
we don‘t measure salinity directly, instead we use a     
hydrometer to measure the specific gravity of the water. 
There is a table that relates salinity to specific gravity.  
For most hobbyists, the specific gravity measurement will   
suffice. A “fish only” tank should be kept between 1.018 
and 1.021.  For “reef” tanks containing invertebrates, the 
water needs more salt with a specific gravity of 1.023. 

 
 
Temperature 
A heater should be used to keep the water temperature 
within a range of 74° - 82° with a water temperature of 
78° being ideal. The general rule of 3 to 5 watts per     
gallon should be followed.  A 30 gallon tank should have 
a 100 watt or a 150 watt heater.  Remember to position 
your heater in the tank then wait 15 minutes before    
plugging it in.  This  allows the glass heater tube to adjust 
to the same temperature as the water. If the heater is 
plugged in too quickly (before the temperature of the 
glass is allowed to adjust)  the heater tube can crack. 
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Please Note:  The information in this handout is meant to provide basic information only.  Please see a salesperson 
for more information. 


