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1. Introduction

My name is Etienne, though my friends all call me Edgar. I've been
keeping fish and aquariums for about twenty years now. Over those
two decades, I've built countless setups, kept and bred a wide variety
of species, and always held one main priority above everything else:
providing my fish with an environment that recreates their natural
habitat as closely as possible.

Achieving that balance comes down to the details—picking the right
substrate, getting fish & plants that work well in your water
parameters, proper feeding habits, establishing live plants, and
choosing a compatible mix of fish. Even after twenty years, [ wouldn't
call myself an all-knowing expert; in this hobby, you never stop
learning. But over the last few years, [ learned a lot.

You might already know me from
YouTube or Instagram, where I run
Edgar’s Fish Channel. There, I share my
builds, experiments, and daily aquatic
adventures with an incredible
community of fellow hobbyists. If that’s
how you found your way to this book,
welcome back! If you're new here, feel
free to check out the channel links in
the book resources. :

Picture 1: Hi there!

This picture shows me (the

author) in front of my 240L
In these pages, [ want to share my planted tank with Vallisneria

personal approach to designing, setting Plants, Guppy Fish & More

My Approach to the Hobby
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up, and maintaining planted freshwater aquariums. My goal is simple:
to show you how to build a balanced aquatic ecosystem that thrives for
years with minimal maintenance, minimal water changes, and zero

unnecessary fish losses.

I hope you enjoy reading this book and find it helpful for your own
tanks. If you have any questions, spot an error, or have suggestions to
make the next edition even better, please don't hesitate to reach out.
You can find my contact details on my website and on my YouTube
channel. I'd love to hear your thoughts and read your reviews.

The Ecosystem Approach

Another core principle behind how I
build aquariums is heavily inspired
by the work of Diana Walstad,
author of Ecology of the Planted
Aquarium. Her main premise is
simple yet important: the aquarium
itself is the central living system. It
isn't just a tank holding fish—the
livestock, plants, substrate, and
microscopic life form an
interconnected, self-regulating
ecosystem.

Plants are the backbone of this
system because they act as dynamic
biological filters. They absorb toxic
ammonia, nitrite, and heavy metals
directly from the water column.

Picture 2: Juvenile Platy Fish

This juvenile Southern Platyfish
(Xiphophorus maculatus) eats some
biofilm next to a bladder snail
(Physella acuta) on a patch of algae
and plants. Picture taken in 2025 in
my South America Tank.
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Even decaying plant matter plays an important role in this cycle. As
organic material breaks down, it releases humic substances into the
water, which bind with heavy metals and neutralize their toxicity to
fish.

If you want to dive deep into the exact science behind these processes,
I highly recommend Diana Walstad’s book. It’s a classic for a reason,
and I really enjoyed reading it. That said, it is rather technical &
scientific.

Having earned a master's degree in Bioeconomy from the University of
Hohenheim in Germany, my foundation in chemistry and microbiology
concepts made it much easier to digest all the formulas and structural
diagrams. For a beginner, though, that level of academic detail can be
overwhelming. That's why the underlying book breaks down the most
crucial concepts into simple, everyday terms—so you can easily follow
along without needing a background in chemistry or biology.

What You Will (and Won't) Find in This Book

Because I match my livestock to my local tap water, my experience
leans heavily toward livebearers like Endler's guppies, platies, and
mollies. I've also had success with dwarf cichlids like Apistogramma,
tetras (yellow phantom tetras and ember tetras) a wide variety of
snails—including nerite, ramshorn, bladder, and assassin snails—and
invertebrates like Neocaridina davidi shrimp and amano shrimp.

It’'s important to note that this book exclusively covers animals and
plants I currently keep or have successfully kept (& in some cases bred)
in the past.



[ don't write about things I haven't experienced firsthand. If you are
looking for a specialized guide on keeping Discus, setting up a marine
reef, raising axolotls, breeding bettas, ... you are in the wrong place.

While I've kept fish for decades, I only recently started filming and
documenting everything I do. Because of that, I'll occasionally feature
photos provided by our incredible community of over 8,000 followers
across platforms (as of September 2026). Whenever I use an image
from a fellow hobbyist or friend of the channel, I will always credit
them directly in the photo caption.

[ highly recommend reviewing the list of covered species in the
coming appendices (Chapters II and III); if my livestock choices don't
align with your goals, there are plenty of other great resources out
there better suited to those specific animals.
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Picture 3: Endlers Guppy snacking on Biofilm
One of hundreds of Endler’s Guppies (a hybrid between Poecilia wingei and Poecilia
reticulata) that live in my planted 240L Community Tank



2. Rethinking the Aquarium Industry

Before we get into the details, I want to take a step back and question
whether most of the products pushed in aquarium shops today are
even necessary. If you walk into a local fish store (anywhere in the
world) right now to buy a few live plants, chances are an employee will
try to convince you that you need a whole arsenal of gear.

Picture 4: My 200L “South America” Aquarium

9 different animal species and 13 different plant species live in this tank. I have
never added liquid fertilizers or CO2 injection to this tank and it has been running
for over a year now The picture you see above is 2 weeks after setup. Today, its
completely covered in plants..
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