
Cycling Aquariums For Beginners: A Step-by-
Step Guide by Mike French
In this comprehensive guide, renowned aquarium enthusiast Mike French shares
his expertise on cycling aquariums for beginners. Cycling a new aquarium is a
critical step in establishing a thriving aquatic ecosystem for your fish and other
aquatic creatures. By following these step-by-step instructions, you can kickstart
your aquarium journey and create a healthy and beautiful environment for your
underwater pets.

What is Cycling an Aquarium?

Cycling an aquarium refers to the process of establishing biological filtration in a
fish tank. In simple terms, it is the formation of beneficial bacteria that break down
harmful waste produced by fish into less toxic substances. This bacteria colony is
crucial in maintaining a stable and healthy environment for the fish in the tank.

Cycling an aquarium can take several weeks, but it is a necessary step to ensure
the well-being of your fish. It involves creating an environment where beneficial
bacteria can grow and thrive, effectively removing harmful ammonia and nitrite
from the water.
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Step 1: Setting Up Your Aquarium

The first step in cycling an aquarium is to properly set it up. Make sure you have
an appropriately sized tank that can accommodate the fish you plan to keep.
Install a filter that is adequate for the tank size, and incorporate a heater to
maintain a consistent water temperature.

Next, add a substrate such as gravel or sand to the bottom of the tank. This will
provide a surface for beneficial bacteria to grow on. Rinse the substrate
thoroughly to remove any excess debris or dust before adding it to the tank.

Now, it's time to add dechlorinated water to the tank. Tap water typically contains
chlorine and chloramines, which are harmful to fish. Treating the water with a
dechlorinator will neutralize these substances, making the water safe for your
aquatic pets.

Step 2: Introducing Beneficial Bacteria

The next crucial step is introducing beneficial bacteria into the tank. There are
multiple ways to do this, but two common methods are fishless cycling and fish-in
cycling.

In fishless cycling, you add a source of ammonia to the tank, which acts as food
for the beneficial bacteria. This can be accomplished using products specifically
designed for cycling aquariums, or by using household ammonia (be sure to use
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pure ammonia without any additives). Gradually increase the ammonia
concentration to feed the bacteria, while regularly testing the ammonia and nitrite
levels using a test kit.

Fish-in cycling involves adding hardy fish to your aquarium during the cycling
process. These fish produce ammonia through their waste, which fuels the
bacteria growth. It's important to choose hardy species that can withstand the
stress of cycling, such as zebrafish or danios. Monitor ammonia and nitrite levels
closely, and perform frequent water changes to keep the water parameters within
a safe range for the fish.

Step 3: Regular Testing and Monitoring

During the cycling process, it's crucial to regularly test and monitor the water
parameters. This includes measuring ammonia, nitrite, nitrate, pH, and
temperature. There are various test kits available that enable you to easily check
these levels.

Throughout the cycling period, you will notice a rise in ammonia levels, followed
by a peak in nitrite levels. This signals that the beneficial bacteria colonies are
growing and actively converting ammonia into nitrite. Eventually, nitrite levels will
also drop as nitrate begins to accumulate in the water. This indicates that the tank
is nearing its cycling completion.

Step 4: Patience is Key

Cycling an aquarium requires patience. It's important not to rush the process or
add too many fish before the tank is fully cycled. This can result in water quality
issues, stress for the fish, and potential health problems.



It typically takes about 4-6 weeks for a new aquarium to cycle completely,
although sometimes it may take longer. The key is to allow the beneficial bacteria
to establish themselves and create a stable environment for your fish.

Step 5: Adding Fish to Your Cycled Aquarium

Once the cycling process is complete, and water parameters are stable
(ammonia and nitrite levels are consistently zero, with some nitrate present),you
can start slowly introducing fish to your aquarium. Begin with just a few fish and
gradually increase the population over time. This will prevent overloading the
filtration system and ensure the tank can handle the bio-load.

Remember, when adding new fish, it's important to acclimate them to the tank
water slowly. This will help minimize stress and optimize their chances of
adapting to their new environment successfully.

Cycling an aquarium is an essential step for beginners looking to create a healthy
and thriving environment for their fish. By following this step-by-step guide, you
can ensure that your aquarium's biological filtration system is established
properly, promoting the well-being of your underwater pets.

Remember to be patient during the cycling process and monitor water
parameters regularly. With time, dedication, and proper care, your aquarium will
become a stunning centerpiece in your home, teeming with vibrant aquatic life.

So, why wait? Start cycling your aquarium today and embark on an exciting
journey into the world of underwater wonders!
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To begin with the title of this book is a misnomer because it is not actually the
aquarium you are cycling at all – it is the filtration system. That may be an
external canister filter, an internal filter, a simple sponge filter or a sump system
but the same process applies to both freshwater and saltwater aquarium
systems. Any type of filter needs cycling before it can work biologically. This
means the filter media contained within has fully completed the nitrogen cycle
and is capable of supporting life in the aquarium by digesting waste matter etc.

Although the process of cycling may seem a little daunting at a first glance, as
you read through this book you should find it becomes very much clearer once
you have an understanding of why we need to complete the process. The whole
procedure is quite straightforward.Unfortunately, it is not a fast procedure so lots
of patience are required. There are one or two short cuts that can be used and
we will be looking at these too, including some products which claim an ‘instant’
cycle.

The first chapter explains in simple terms how the bacteria keeps the aquarium
clean and pollution free and also explains how and why we need to develop a
good head of Nitrosomonas Bacteria in order to keep our aquarium system
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healthy. I will show you the three most common ways of cycling but without a
doubt the most efficient process is known as the ‘Fish-Less Ammonia’ cycle, I
would strongly urge you to consider this method. It completely avoids any stress,
or even death to the fish or other livestock, which other methods of cycling cannot
guarantee!
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