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INTRODUCTION: THE ALLURE OF THE SALTWATER
FISH ONLY TANK

For many aquarists, the dream of keeping a slice of the ocean in
their living room begins with a Saltwater Fish Only Tank Setup.
Unlike  the  more  complex  reef  aquarium,  which  demands
meticulous  control  over  water  chemistry  to  support  delicate
corals and invertebrates, a fish-only system offers a different kind
of reward: the sheer, vibrant beauty of marine fish. This approach
is  often  recommended  for  beginners  taking  their  first  steps  into
the  saltwater  hobby,  but  it  is  also  a  preferred  path  for
experienced keepers who want to focus on larger, more active, or
more aggressive species  that  are  not  compatible  with  a  reef
environment.
The term "Fish Only with Live Rock" (FOWLR) is a close cousin,
and  many  modern  setups  blur  the  lines.  However,  a  strict
Saltwater Fish Only Tank Setup  usually  implies  a  simpler
biological  foundation—often  using  artificial  decorations  and  a
robust  filtration system without  the complexity  of  live rock.  This
article will guide you through every critical stage, from planning

and  equipment  selection  to  cycling  and  choosing  your  first  fish,
ensuring  your  journey  into  marine  fish  keeping  is  successful,
sustainable,  and  deeply  satisfying.

PLANNING YOUR SALTWATER FISH ONLY SYSTEM

Before  you  purchase  a  single  piece  of  equipment,  careful
planning  is  essential.  The  size  and location  of  your  tank  will
determine almost every subsequent decision.

Tank Size Considerations
One of the most common mistakes in a Saltwater Fish Only
Tank Setup is choosing a tank that is too small. While a nano
tank (10-20 gallons) might seem appealing, larger volumes of
water are far more stable. A 55-gallon tank is often considered
the minimum starting point for a successful fish-only system, but
a 75-gallon or 90-gallon tank provides even more room for error
and allows for a greater variety of species.

Stability: Larger water volumes dilute waste products and
are less susceptible to rapid temperature and salinity
swings.
Swimming Space: Many popular saltwater fish, such as
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Tangs and Angelfish, are active swimmers that require
long, open expanses of water.
Stocking Options: A larger tank opens the door to
keeping multiple fish or larger, more impressive specimens.

Location and Stand
Place  your  tank  on  a  level,  reinforced  floor.  A  filled  saltwater
aquarium is extremely heavy—a 75-gallon tank can weigh over
800 pounds. Ensure your chosen stand is specifically designed for
aquarium use and is perfectly level. Avoid placing the tank near
windows (to prevent algae blooms from direct sunlight) or near
air vents (to maintain a stable temperature).

ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT FOR A FISH ONLY SETUP

The equipment list for a Saltwater Fish Only Tank Setup is
more  straightforward  than  for  a  reef  tank,  but  it  is  no  less
important.  Investing in quality components from the start  will
save you headaches and expense down the road.

Filtration Systems
Your  filtration  system  is  the  heart  of  your  aquarium.  For  a  fish-
only tank, you have several excellent options.

Canister Filters: These are a popular and effective choice.1.
They provide excellent mechanical and chemical filtration
and are easy to maintain. Choose a model rated for at least

twice your tank volume.
Sumps: A sump is a separate tank placed below your2.
display tank. It hides equipment, increases total water
volume, and provides an ideal space for a protein skimmer
and biological media. While more complex to set up, a
sump is the gold standard for any serious saltwater system.
Hang-on-Back (HOB) Filters: Suitable for smaller tanks,3.
HOB filters are easy to install but have limited media
capacity. They are best used as supplemental filtration
alongside a protein skimmer.

Protein Skimmer
Even  in  a  fish-only  setup,  a  protein  skimmer  is  highly
recommended.  This  device  removes  organic  waste  before  it
breaks down into toxic ammonia and nitrite. It works by creating
a  column  of  fine  bubbles  that  attract  and  remove  dissolved
proteins, fats, and other organic compounds. A good skimmer
dramatically reduces the load on your biological filter and keeps
the water crystal clear and healthy.

Heating and Circulation
Stable temperature is non-negotiable.

Heater: Use a high-quality, submersible heater or two
smaller ones placed at opposite ends of the tank. This
provides redundancy and more even heating. You need
roughly 3-5 watts per gallon. Aim for a stable temperature
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between 75°F and 78°F (24°C - 26°C).
Powerheads or Wavemakers: Saltwater fish come from
dynamic, moving water environments. Adequate water
circulation ensures oxygenation, prevents dead spots
where detritus accumulates, and keeps your fish active.
Aim for a flow rate of 10-20 times your tank volume per
hour. For a 75-gallon tank, that means a pump or
powerhead capable of moving 750 to 1500 gallons per
hour.

Substrate and Decoration
Unlike a reef tank, a Saltwater Fish Only Tank Setup does not
require live sand or live rock to function, though they can be
beneficial.

Substrate: Aragonite sand is a popular choice because it
helps buffer pH. A 1-2 inch sand bed is sufficient. For easier
cleaning, a bare bottom tank is also an option, though it is
less natural looking.
Decorations: Many fish-only keepers use artificial coral,
resin rock structures, or even inert ceramic media. These
decorations provide hiding places, reduce aggression, and
create visual appeal without the biological complexity of
live rock. If you do use dry rock or base rock, it will
eventually become colonized by beneficial bacteria,
effectively turning your system into a FOWLR setup over
time.

WATER QUALITY AND CYCLING YOUR TANK

Water  is  the  lifeblood  of  your  aquarium.  Mastering  saltwater
chemistry is the single most important skill you will develop.

Mixing and Maintaining
Saltwater
You cannot use table salt. You must use a high-quality synthetic
sea salt mix designed for marine aquariums. Mix the salt with
RO/DI  (Reverse  Osmosis/Deionized)  water  in  a  clean  bucket,
using a powerhead to thoroughly dissolve the salt. Never add salt
directly to an aquarium with fish in it.

Specific Gravity: For a fish-only tank, maintain a specific
gravity of 1.020 to 1.025. Lower salinity (1.020-1.022) is
often used to reduce osmotic stress on fish and can help
combat certain parasites.
pH: Aim for 8.1 to 8.4.
Temperature: As mentioned, 75°F - 78°F.

The Nitrogen Cycle
Before  adding  fish,  your  tank  must  be  cycled.  This  process
establishes  the  biological  filter—colonies  of  beneficial  bacteria
that  convert  toxic  fish  waste  (ammonia)  into  less  harmful
substances  (nitrite  and  then  nitrate).
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Setup: Fill your tank, install all equipment, add1.
decorations, and get the water to the correct salinity and
temperature.
Introduce an Ammonia Source: You can add a small2.
pinch of fish food, a pure ammonia solution (without
additives), or a commercially available bottled bacteria
product.
Test, Test, Test: Use reliable liquid test kits to monitor3.
ammonia and nitrite levels. You will see a spike in
ammonia, followed by a spike in nitrite, and eventually the
appearance of nitrate.
Patience: The cycle can take 4-8 weeks. Do not add fish4.
until both ammonia and nitrite read consistently at 0 ppm,
and you see a steady nitrate level.

Using a bacterial booster product can significantly accelerate this
process, but patience remains the key virtue.

SELECTING FISH FOR YOUR FISH ONLY TANK

Choosing your livestock is the most exciting part of a Saltwater
Fish  Only  Tank  Setup.  However,  impulse  buying  leads  to
disaster. Research every fish before you bring it home.

Beginner-Friendly Choices
Some species  are  hardier  and more forgiving of  minor  water
quality fluctuations.

Ocellaris Clownfish (Amphiprion ocellaris): The classic

choice. Hardy, personable, and relatively peaceful.
Damselfish (Chromis species): Chromis are generally
peaceful and active. Avoid the more aggressive Dascyllus
species unless you have a larger, more aggressive
community.
Royal Gramma (Gramma loreto): A stunning, hardy, and
peaceful fish that stays relatively small.
Firefish (Nemateleotris species): Gorgeous, peaceful,
and a fantastic addition to any community tank. They are
known to jump, so a lid is essential.
Banggai Cardinalfish (Pterapogon kauderni): A slow-
moving, peaceful fish that does well in groups.

Stocking Order and
Compatibility
The order you introduce fish matters. Add the most peaceful, shy
fish  first.  This  allows  them  to  establish  territory  without  being
harassed.  Add  more  territorial  or  aggressive  species  last.

Avoid Mixing Aggressive Fish: Never mix large
territorial predators like Lions, Groupers, and Triggers with
docile community fish unless you have an enormous tank
and deep knowledge of their behavior.
Quarantine Everything: This cannot be overstated. A
separate, bare-bottom quarantine tank with simple sponge
filtration is the single most important step to prevent



Saltwater Fish Only Tank Setup 5

5

introducing disease into your main display. Quarantine all
fish for a minimum of 4-6 weeks.

ONGOING MAINTENANCE AND FEEDING

A successful  Saltwater  Fish Only Tank Setup  depends  on
consistent, routine maintenance.

Daily and Weekly Tasks
Daily: Observe your fish for signs of stress or disease.
Check water temperature. Feed a varied diet once or twice
a day, offering only what they can consume in 2-3 minutes.
Weekly: Perform a 10-20% water change using pre-mixed
saltwater. This dilutes nitrate and replenishes trace
elements. Clean the protein skimmer cup. Test for salinity,
pH, ammonia, nitrite, and nitrate.
Monthly: Clean filter media (rinse in old tank water, never
tap water). Replace mechanical filter socks or pads. Inspect
and clean powerheads and pumps.

Nutrition
Provide a varied diet to ensure optimal health.

Flakes and Pellets: A high-quality marine flake or pellet
should form the base of the diet.
Frozen Foods: Mysis shrimp, brine shrimp, krill, and
spirulina-enriched options provide essential nutrients and

variety.
Herbivorous Fish: Tangs and other grazers need a
constant supply of nori (dried seaweed) clipped to the
glass.

Soaking  food  in  a  vitamin  and  garlic  supplement  can  boost
immunity and improve palatability.

COMMON CHALLENGES AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Even the most diligent aquarist faces problems. Understanding
the most common issues in a Saltwater Fish Only Tank Setup
will help you prevent or quickly resolve them.

Disease Outbreaks
Marine  Ich  (Cryptocaryon  irritans)  and  Velvet  (Amyloodinium
ocellatum) are the most common parasitic diseases. They are
almost always introduced by new fish.

Prevention: Rigorous quarantine is the only reliable
prevention.
Treatment: Lowering salinity (hyposalinity) to 1.009-1.010
for several weeks is a highly effective treatment for Ich in
fish-only systems, as it kills the parasite. Copper-based
medications are also effective but must be used in a
quarantine tank as they are toxic to invertebrates and can
be absorbed by rock and sand.
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Aggression and
Territoriality

Fish fights can lead to stress, injury, and death.

Overcrowding: Do


