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INTRODUCTION.  The whole idea of the fish hobby is to add fish to an existing tank.  Having said that, it is also important to make sure you have taken certain steps to protect not only the newcomers, but the fish that are already established as well.  We sometimes take for granted that these fish will get along fine, especially if they have been seen together in a store or a friend's tank.  However, you need to understand where the established fish are coming from when they are defending their territory and what the newcomers go through after being added to a tank full of fish.

THE ESTABLISHED FISH.  These are the fish who have been in the tank and have actually taken territory for themselves.  For some fish, it is simply a rock or decoration that they "call their own", while others will dig a burrow into the substrate and make it their home.  Still others will even take over an entire tank, including the swimming area!  

It's interesting to watch the difference between a fish in a store versus the fish in  your tank.  You may have a tank full of tetras and find that they are more aggressive than the tetras in the store.  There are many reasons for this, one being that a live tropical fish store is always going to be "in and out" of their tanks.  A tank in a private setting is different.  The fish are not always going to be interrupted by its owner and they will not be disturbed by many people walking past the tank.  

TEMPERATURE.  This is one of the most important factors when it comes to acclimating your animals.  Because the temperature of every tank is different, it is crucial that you follow this step when acclimating.  Some fish are more sensitive than others and can become stressed by just a degree of being hotter or colder than its original habitat. 

The best way to acclimate the fish to the temperature of the tank is to float the bag for ten minutes.  This gives the water in the bag a chance to "catch up" to the tank's water, therefore, making it safe to then go to the next step, adding water to the bag.

WATER CONDITIONS.  This is another crucial step that most people do not follow and the biggest excuse is - "I don't have time for it".  Well - let me put it this way for you.  Say you were in the operating room and on the "table".  The surgeon walks in and asks if you were prepped properly.  Everyone has done their job except for the anesthesiologist, who has come in late and didn't have time to put you to sleep.  The end result?  Pain and even death.  It's the same for these animals.  If they are not slowly acclimated to their tank, they will end up in pain by stressing, or worse, death, which can occur within a few seconds to a few hours. 

The best amount of water to add is about 1/4 of cup.  You don't have to measure exactly - just take a small amount from the tank and add it to the bag, then reflect it by re-rubberbanding.  You want this process to go very slowly because if it doesn't, your fish may be in trouble. 

Like temperature, each tank's water conditions will be different.  With both freshwater and saltwater, it's the main factors you are concerned with:  ammonia, nitrite, nitrate, pH, and salt levels (primarily in saltwater tanks).  If this step isn't taken, your fish may or may not make it.

RE-ARRANGING OF AQUARIUM DECORUM.  If you've noticed in some fish stores there aren't a lot of decorations in the display tanks.  This is for many reasons, one being that territory cannot be established as easily.  A lot of fish will stake out territory a lot sooner than others.  What I mean by staking out territory is once that fish is placed in an aquarium, he or she will be scouting out an area where he or she will feel comfortable.  It can be a corner of the tank with no decorations, a plant, a rock, or simply water space.  In any case, certain precautions must be taken in order to ensure the safety of the newcomers and the current tank mates.

Fish will defend their territory to the end.  Think of them as an American soldier who is protecting his or her base.  They are going to protect it with whatever means they see fit and sometimes, that means to the death. The fish that are presently in the tank are going to see the newcomers as foreigners who may take over their territory.  That's why it's so important to rearrange the tank.

What this does is enable the newcomers a chance to establish territory, while at the same time, make the present tank mates look for new territory.  Sometimes it works, while other times, the newcomers are chased away anyway.  If this happens, there are other options you have.

One is to add food to the tank as you are adding the fish.  This will deter the tank mates from attacking the newcomers.  Another option is the all together take the tank mates out of the tank or the fish that you feel will be the most trouble.  Then after the newcomers are released, it's best to float the old tank mates in the bag so that the newcomers have a chance to look around and get accustomed to their new surroundings.  Don't float the bag no more than fifteen minutes or the ammonia level may spike.

RELEASING THE FISH.  After the full acclimation has taken place, its the thing you've been waiting for - the release of the newcomers!  The old school was to just dump the fish from the bag.  However, we have learned over the years that it's best to let the fish come out on its own.  As stated earlier, these newcomers are going to be extremely stressed.  Just from being netted at the fish store will stress them out, then they are placed in a small bag, into a paper bag, and then housed around to their new home.  They are bound to be stressed - I know I would be!

The best way to release them is to cut along the side of the bag till you reach the bottom, then let the bag float.  If you just dump the fish out of the bag, you run the risk of them getting caught in the suction and being stressed or worse, injured.  Other ways are to net the fish, but this is not recommended.  Most fish will flee from the net instinctively and this will stress them out.

LIGHTING.  It is best to leave the lights off for the first few hours.  This allows the fish to relax and not feel pressured into "staying up" and about.  It gives the other tank mates a chance to also relax.  After a few hours, slowly turn on one of the lights and then after another hour, do the same.  If you keep the lights on, you run the risk of the other tank mates fighting over territory, fighting with one another, and even jumping out of the tank.

FEEDING.  In our store we have seen fish eat immediately while others can take days, even months before trying a morsel of food.  While taking months is rare, it can happen.  Certain fish such as eels, lionfish, and even groupers will not eat for several months until they feel comfortable with their surroundings. 

This is why it is not a good idea to feed your fish the first day.  If you already have fish in your tank and are planning on adding fish, make sure you feed your other fish before adding the newcomers.  This will give them a chance to eat, they won't get stressed from not eating, and the newcomers won't feel pressured into eating something they are not ready for.  Plus, you won't have to waste food in the long run if your fish don't eat!

THE NEXT FEW DAYS.  After you have taken all the steps to acclimating your fish, it's best to keep an eye on them for the next several days.  You are going to be looking for signs of stress on the newcomers as well as their tank mates.  Ich is a parasite that lives on every fish and comes out when they are stressed.  If you see small, white dots that are very pronounced, your fish are stressed for some reason or another.  Right away, test your water.  If the ammonia or nitrite level is high, and if your pH is too high or too low, your fish are going to stress.

Another thing to look for are nipped fins.  If the newcomers or even their tank mates have nipped fins, it is more than likely do to territory battles, but make sure the tank mates you have chosen are compatible with the fish that are presently in the aquarium.

If the newcomers and their tank mates are not eating, that is another sign of stress.  Again, test the water.  And if you find nothing wrong with it, try this:  Adding garlic salt to the water.  Yep - I said garlic salt.  Regular, table garlic salt that you can find at any grocery store - dollar stores are now carrying spices so it's best to check there first!  

What garlic salt does is increase their appetite.  It's like having a steak without the steak sauce - plain and yucky.  Adding this to the food will make the food taste better.  It also aids in their digestion and helps them to fight off disease.

CONCLUSION.  All in all, acclimating isn't all that hard - it's just a little involved.  By taking the steps above and making sure the newcomers and their tank mates are happy and secure, you will have virtually no problems!
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