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ALGAE, ALGAE, EVERYWHERE!
 How to control the green menace.

If you’re reading this, then chances are you’re feeling disheartened with the state of your aquarium. Most likely, your aquarium water is an unsightly shade of green, or you are tired of cleaning green sludge off the glass - or both. There are many different types of algae, some of which are not even green. While the causes for the growth of different types of algae can vary, in general the information provided in this sheet will help you to tackle your algae problem, whatever type you have. You can never remove algae entirely (for long, anyway), but you can reduce the problem so cleaning away algae becomes a quick job rather than a tedious chore.   


The first thing to remember is not to panic! Algae, in any form, won’t harm your fish. Algae in excessive levels is usually a by-product of poor water quality, and as such it can be a helpful indicator that something else needs your attention. In fact, in certain circumstances it may be that horrible algae you detest so much that is keeping your fish alive by consuming harmful waste levels in the aquarium water. 

The second thing to remember is that algae can be controlled to a very manageable level. Be aware though, that algae ‘blooms’ or outbreaks are common in newly established aquariums. It usually settles down over time. There is rarely one solution to controlling algae growth; rather a few factors usually need to be addressed. With a little patience and some good aquarium management, you can control this green menace and have your aquarium sparkling and beautiful again.
Here are the four main things that you can check and adjust to deal with algae. Remember, adjusting a few or even all of these factors is the best way for success.

1. SUNLIGHT & AQUARIUM LIGHTING

If your aquarium is in direct sunlight, such as in front of a window or against a wall that receives a lot of light for certain hours of the day, that is probably the main cause of your algae. Excessive light can not make algae appear, however it does help algae (a primitive plant) photosynthesise more efficiently. Therefore, it will reproduce and expand much more quickly. Tanks in direct sunlight may need algae to be wiped away every day or so, instead of every three weeks, for example. Your best option here is to move the aquarium away from sunlight (aquariums are a good way to brighten-up a dark corner or dull wall of the house). This solution may be a problem if your aquarium is a large one.


Even aquarium lighting – usually fluorescent tubes – can be a factor. Never have the lights on twenty-four hours a day. The fish don’t need it to be on all day. Fish do rest, in various levels of sleep, and with no eyelids to block out the light it is easy to see how twenty-four hour lighting would stress them. Cutting the lighting hours back will help with algae control. If you have a heavily planted tank, you will probably need the lights on at least eight to ten hours a day. If you have only a few live plants, or none, then just have the lights on when you are around to enjoy the aquarium. A timer is handy for this. Try having the lights come on at say, 5.00pm before you get home from work and have them switch off at 10.00pm. Once algae has become more manageable you could try increasing the lighting period if you wish and see how it goes.
2. REDUCE NITRATE LEVELS


Put simply, nitrate is a waste product. It is created by your filter when the beneficial bacteria in your filter breaks down toxic ammonia into non-toxic nitrate. Nitrate, unless it reaches high levels, is safe for your fish. It also happens to act like fertiliser for plants – including algae. A simple to use test kit can be purchased to test the level of nitrate in your aquarium. You can reduce nitrate levels in a number of ways. You will need to check which of the following you think might be applicable to your aquarium and adjust as necessary:
· Over-feeding: food left to rot on the bottom of your tank will cause high waste levels, acting as fuel for algae. If this is happening, algae is the least of your problems!

· Over-stocked: too many fish, or too small a tank, will lead to excess waste levels. This is another reason why larger tanks are easier to maintain. A 60lt tank will be affected more greatly than a 150lt tank with the same amount of fish.  

· Water changes: removing a portion of the water (say, 25% of the total volume every three weeks) and replacing it with fresh water will reduce the level of nitrate and other wastes dissolved in your aquarium water. Try increasing your water changes to control algae. Remember, smaller tanks and more heavily stocked tanks may need either a greater amount of water changed, or a higher frequency of changes (never change 100% of the water. Usually, 40% is the most you should remove).
· Good filtration: this refers to having a filter packed with good bacteria. If you don’t have a filter at all, you have little hope of controlling algae (or keeping fish alive, for that matter). Never rinse out the sponges in your filter under the tap – always rinse in water taken out of the aquarium. This water is bacteria-friendly. Cleaning with chemicals or tap water kills the bacteria, leading to bad water quality and often, algae problems. If you are unsure about this point, we can help! Just ask us at Aqua Life.
· Live plants: adding plants can help with the consumption of nitrate, therefore limiting algae. Normally it is necessary to add quite a few plants, or the algae may out-compete them. 

SOME MORE OPTIONS FOR MARINE AQUARIUMS:


If you’re keeping a marine (saltwater) aquarium, try using a ‘protein skimmer’ alongside your normal filtration. Protein skimmers remove proteins and other dissolved organic wastes before the beneficial bacteria in your filter breaks them down into nitrate, therefore reducing the total level of nitrate. Unfortunately, protein skimmers do not work in freshwater aquariums.


Another great option available for marine fish-keepers is the use of ‘live’ rock. Live rock is dead calciferous material and coral skeletons that have become encrusted with tiny and microscopic life forms and bacterium, which consume nitrates. The improvements in water quality when live rock is added are undeniable.

Always use a high-quality salt to make your artificial seawater. Cheap brands usually contain high levels of nitrate and phosphates, which will immediately fuel massive algae growth. A quality brand, such as Aqua One, Tetra or Red Sea will have zero nitrate and zero phosphates.
3. AERATION


Still or stagnant water is more prone to excessive algae. When you aerate your aquarium water you add lots of oxygen which is great for your fish! But more importantly, when the water surface is agitated (usually through aeration) the carbon dioxide is stripped from the water. Remember: fish consume oxygen and produce carbon dioxide. Plants (including algae) consume carbon dioxide. So, if we aerate the water and strip a lot of the carbon dioxide out, we limit the amount of algae that can grow. Typically, an external air pump is hooked up to a ‘bubble wall’ or air stone which is hidden below the gravel. These can also look quite effective and make a great feature in your aquarium. It is easily done: just ask us at Aqua Life if you are not sure.
4. ALGAE-EATING INHABITANTS


If algae is growing on the glass, adding some fish that eat algae can do wonders. If the algae is restricted to a green discolouration of the water, then this does little good – the fish need a tangible growth on the glass or décor in order to feed.


In tropical freshwater tanks, try Sucking Catfishes, Bristle Nose Catfish and Whiptail Catfish, for example. Any of the beautiful ‘Pleco’ catfishes are the best option, but only if your tank is large enough for them! Even the popular and colourful Platy will nibble on algae growth to supplement their diet. Snails and algae-eating shrimp work well, too, but never eat as much as some fish will. 

In marine tanks, a few fish species will consume algae. Most of the Tangs relish it, especially the Yellow Tang. Some of the marine invertebrates do a good job too, just make sure the fish you have won’t view them as a snack!
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