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Special Report For Saltwater Fish 

 

How You Can Select Healthy Fish Like The Experts! 

 

To ensure success let us make sure your newly set up aquarium is ready for fish. 

 

 Is the filter running? 

 Is the water temperature staying between 80 – 82 degrees Fahrenheit? 

 Test the pH to make sure it is between 8.0 and 8.4. If the pH is not in this range 

add either an alkaline or acid buffer. 

 Test your specific gravity.  Is it between 1.020 and 1.025?  If the specific gravity 

is too low just add a little more marine salt. If it is reading to high remove some 

water from your aquarium and add freshwater. 

 If you are using artificial plants and decorations the level of ammonia and nitrite 

should read zero on their respective test kits. 

 If you added live rock to your aquarium wait until the levels of ammonia and 

nitrite have returned back to zero on their respective test kit before adding any 

livestock. These levels typically return to zero within a week or two after adding 

"cycled" live rock. Uncured live rock takes 4 to 6 weeks before ammonia and 

nitrite levels return to zero.  

 

Let’s go to the pet store and pick out our fish. 

 

Here is a list of hardy starter fish: 

 

Damselfish   Most Damsels including Blue, Domino, Two and Three Striped, Yellow 

-Tailed Blue (one of the least aggressive), etc. 
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Clownfish Ocellaris, Clarkii, Tomato, Cinnamon, and Pink and Orange Skunk  

 

These fish are generally some of the less expensive saltwater fish available and are very 

hardy. Most damsels are semi-aggressive to aggressive and will chase each other as well 

as less-aggressive fish. It is a good idea to decide the type of fish you will keep before 

adding aggressive ones. Most clownfish are hardy if possible purchase fish which are 

hatched and raised in captivity. These fish are generally hardier than wild caught and 

more easily assimilate into new aquariums than their wild-caught counterparts.  

 

A newly set up aquarium has to build up good bacteria to break down the fish waste and 

excess food. Your aquarium will go through a “cycle” in which first ammonia then nitrite 

levels will rise and fall. The higher these levels get the more your new fish will be 

stressed. To reduce the stress on fish going through the “cycle” and to shorten the span of 

this “cycle”, it is wise to add a bacteria starter. Bacteria starters contain live cultures of 

beneficial bacteria; add them directly to aquarium water at the same time you add fish or 

live rock to jump-start the bacteria that occur naturally. 

 

Once your aquarium has "cycled" 

 

After the “cycle” is complete additional fish may be added to your aquarium. It is best to 

do a twenty-five percent water change before adding you new aquatic friends. To see a 

variety of hardy saltwater fish that will do well in your aquarium see the book Your New 

Saltwater Aquarium: A Step By Step Guide to Creating and Keeping a Stunning 

Saltwater Aquarium. 

 

It is best to do some research on the fish you want to keep. It is important to know their 

maximum size, their diet, and their compatibility with other fish and invertebrates to 
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ensure the fish you are choosing is a good match for your aquarium. The “Perfect Fish 

Identifier” is a great form to help you select the right fish for your aquarium. 

 

Guidelines To Selecting Healthy Fish Like The Experts 

 

Once you have found the fish you want to purchase let’s make sure they are healthy. 

Look closely at each fish.     

 

 Avoid choosing fish from aquariums that have sick or dead fish. Unhealthy 

fish can infect healthy ones. 

 Check your prospective fish’s eyes, they should be clear. If their eyes are cloudy 

do not purchase. 

 Make sure the fish’s fins are free of holes, tears or fraying. 

 Make sure there are no white specks that look like grains of salt on the fish.  

 Make sure the fish does not look like he is covered in sugar. 

 Do not buy fish with small black spots on the sides of its body (tangs especially). 

 Avoid fish with small cauliflower like clusters on its fins, body or lips. 

 The body and fins of the fish should be free of  ulcers, red blotches or lumps 

 The fish should not be breathing heavily or gasping for air. 

 Gills should be red inside and lay flat along the side of the fish.  Fish that have 

gills that are open or stick out should be avoided. 

 Look for fish with full bodies, bodies that are not pinched in behind the skull. 

This may a little harder for the beginner to spot.  

 

While this list may seem overwhelming for a beginner, I guarantee if followed it will 

save time, money and a lot of frustration. It is much more enjoyable to keep healthy fish 

than it is trying to save the sick ones. 
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Most fish are relatively easy to catch. Don’t hesitate picking out fish for your sales person 

to catch. Some fish may be more difficult to catch, but either way, once your fish is in the 

collecting container look at it closely to insure it meets your requirements.  

 

Sometimes It Is Better To Just Walk Away 

 

If you ever question the health of a fish don’t buy it, walk away. Buying new fish is 

fun and exciting, just use caution. Sometimes our emotions persuade us to buy a fish we 

should have walked by. Choose from other fish or buy a healthy fish at another time. If 

there is a fish that you really want and you are not sure of its health ask the sales person 

to feed it. If the fish does not respond to the food, don’t buy it. Feeding the fish can 

generally help you decide with questionable fish. One unhealthy fish can get all your 

healthy fish sick. Hopefully you will quarantine your fish before they enter your display 

aquarium, but most people don’t. 

 

How Long Has The Fish Been At The Store? 

 

Another great question to ask your salesperson is how long the fish has been there. Since 

most fish are still collected in the wild you normally have your highest die off the first 

week or two after the fish arrive. You should make it a habit to quarantine your fish. 

Even if the fish has been quarantined at the fish store and even if the fish has been in the 

aquarium stores aquariums for over a month.  

 

Make Sure You Get The Right Food! 

 

Now that you have chosen hardy fish make sure you purchase the right food for your fish. 

Some fish are plant eaters, others are meat eaters and some eat both. Hopefully you have 

done your research and already know what your new fish requires. 
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Keep Our New Fish Healthy 

 

When bringing your new fish home from the store keep their temperature constant. 

Always put fish in a paper bag or a Styrofoam cooler (no ice) to insulate the fish against 

the environment.  

Now, when adding your first fish, is the time to choose to “cycle” your aquarium 

naturally or add beneficial bacteria. Adding the beneficial bacteria will ease the stress on 

the fish and generally shorten your cycling time. Just follow the directions on the label. 

 

Always Quarantine Your Fish 

 

Even though you followed the guidelines above and you picked great specimens you still 

should quarantine your new fish. The fish are going to get stressed and stress is often 

what causes fish to get sick. 

 

Let's look at your new fish’s journey. It was recently captured from the ocean, put into a 

holding facility, shipped in a plastic bag for up to 30 hours and then is placed in an 

aquarium with other fish. It is then netted and stuck in a plastic bag for you to take home. 

The net removes some of its protective body slime. Now it is transferred home to your 

aquarium another new habitat. This is the short story of your fish’s stressful journey, so 

he needs some time to recuperate.  

 

This is the job of a quarantine aquarium. This aquarium is where the fish can relax. Make 

sure there are hiding places and good quality water and food. Now your fish has a chance 

to strengthen its immune system. If it does get sick this is the place you medicate, not 

your display aquarium. It is best to keep your fish in the quarantine aquarium from 3 to 4 

weeks. 
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With your starter fish you can put them directly in your display aquarium. If they do get 

sick, depending on what they have, it is best to treat them in the quarantine, not your 

display aquarium. 

 

Now It’s Your Responsibility To Keep Them Healthy 

 

Selecting healthy fish is important for your success, but now they are your responsibility. 

Make sure you feed the right foods for each fish and keep the aquarium maintenance on 

schedule. Also, just as a preventative take a few minutes every day and make sure the 

filter is running and everything else is working properly.  

 

Now you can kick back and enjoy. Watching your fish you will learn a tremendous 

amount about the individual characteristics and personalities of each one. This is 

important so that if a fish is not acting the way it normally does you will know it. Then 

the sooner you find the cause and eliminate it the better. 

 

When choosing hardy, healthy saltwater fish you’re on your way to being another 

successful hobbyist. Have a great time with your new fish and make sure you follow the 

guide to acclimate them properly before you release them into your new aquarium. 

 

Dedicated to your aquatic success,  

Laurren Schmoyer 


