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Overview of Your Garden
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Welcome to AquaSprouts! Now that you’ve got your Garden kit, you’re on your 
way to enjoying lush, happy plants and a nearly maintenance-free aquarium. 
We’ve tried to make the setup process clear and simple here, but remember, you 
can also swim on over to aquasprouts.com for a how-to video demonstrating 
Garden setup, and lots more information besides!

In Part 1, we’ll cover physical setup of your Garden - how to put it together and 
how to adjust settings. In Part 2, we’ll help you through biological setup, which is 
just as important - your fish and plants will support one another but you’ll have 
to help get them started! Finally, in Part 3 we’ll try to answer some common 
questions and offer tips and options on how to keep your Garden thriving.

Part 1: Getting Ready
First off, unpack your Garden kit and make sure you have everything. It may help to lay the 
pieces out according to where you’ll use them. You should have:

• 1 AquaSprouts grow bed (Note: don’t remove the foam plugs from the sockets at either end 
of the grow bed just yet!)
• 2 grow bed legs
• Light-bar Kit 
      • 2 short light-bar legs
      • 1 longer light-bar with drilled holes
      • 2 right-angle joints
      • 2 eye bolts with plastic nut
• Submersible pump
• Water inlet
• Rubber hose 
• Bag of clay pebbles 
• Timer
• 3 drain screens
• 6 drain risers

You’ll also need a 10-gallon aquarium and any accessories or equipment you may want to 
add on to it. It’ll be easier to set up the aquarium before you set the Garden up over it, so 
go ahead and place the aquarium where you want it, and arrange any gravel, decorations, 
supplementary filters or air diffusers. 

Water inlet Drain screen Drain riser
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Ready?

1. Fill your aquarium with clean, non-chlorinated water. Avoid using water straight from the tap!
TIP: To de-chlorinate tap water, use a de-chlorinating product (available from your local 
pet store).

2. Place the grow bed legs on either end 
of the aquarium.
 

 

3. Slip one of the rubber seals over the threaded section of the water inlet and insert the 
inlet into the hole in the center of the grow-bed with the threaded end and hose barb 
downward. Slip the other seal over the threaded end of the water inlet, then thread on and 
tighten the plastic nut, flat side upward. (Fig. below) 

                    

Tap water quality varies 
from place to place. If you 
want to use tap water, have 
a sample tested at a pet 
store or aquarium store 
and adjust the chemistry as 
necessary, and make sure to 
use a dechlorinating product! 
Bottled spring water is 
another good option, if your 
tap water is unsuitable.

Plastic nut
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4. Insert one of the screens in the water inlet on the inside of the grow-bed.

5. Remove the pump from its box, make sure the pump hose barb is in place, and attach the 
rubber hose to the pump by gently working the pump hose barb into the end of the hose up 
to at least the second ridge.

6. Attach the other end of the hose to the barb on the underside of the water inlet. (To make 
this easier, you can remove the hose from the pump with the pump hose barb still inserted, 
them replace the pump on its hose barb fitting.

7. Place the grow-bed and attached pump on top of the aquarium over the legs, and affix 
the legs. The legs should snap on to their fitted positions on either end of the grow bed.

IMPORTANT: One side of your grow-bed, a short section of the wall of the bed is lower. This 
provides an emergency water overflow back into the tank should your return drains become 
clogged. You can place the overflow slit toward the front or rear of the aquarium, but make 
sure it faces the side where you want the gap between the edge of the grow bed and the 
edge of the tank (see fig.). Even with the emergency overflow, check your drains for debris 
and build-up periodically. 

                                      

8. Insert 2 riser sections and a screen into each of the drain holes to the left and right of 
the water inlet inside of the grow-bed. This sets the depth the water level will reach before 
it drains back into the aquarium.

NOTE:  Two risers is the standard configuration for the AquaSprouts grow bed, but pump 
flow rates can vary over time or if hoses become clogged or kinked, and you may need to use 
one or three risers in each drain to keep water at an appropriate depth, or you may wish to 
experiment with more or less water in the grow bed. Add or remove risers to adjust depth, 
but be careful not to overflow the grow-bed. 
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9. Empty the clay pebbles from their bag into a bucket or basin, then rinse them thoroughly 
to remove dust and debris. Once they’ve been rinsed, fill the grow bed to your desired depth. 
The quantity of media provided should be enough to fill the grow bed to near the top.

10. Set the timer, then plug the timer into a ground-protected outlet and the pump into 
the timer. Our recommended setting is to run the pump for 15 minutes of every hour, but 
advanced users may wish to experiment with their own schedules. 

Your Garden is set up and ready to go! We recommend adding plants at this point so that 
they have time to establish strong roots while the tank is cycling and are ready to take up fish 
wastes by the time you’re ready to add fish.

Part 2: Cycling the Garden
Physical setup is only the first step in establishing an aquaponic garden. Fish waste is toxic, 
and plants can’t easily take up fish waste directly. The final and in many ways most important 
part of your Garden is your biofilter. The biofilter is a colony of beneficial microbes which 
break down wastes and transform them into safer, more useful compounds that will be 
taken up by your plants.

Fish waste and decomposing food in the water produce ammonia (the same kind in cleaning 
products!). Ammonia is very toxic to fish, so to keep a healthy fish population, it needs to 
be either rapidly flushed out, or used by something else and converted to something less 
harmful. Fortunately, there’s help! Some very common varieties of bacteria will metabolize 
(eat, more or less) ammonia, first into another toxic form called nitrite, and then into the 
product aquafarmers are interested in: nitrate.

Note: if you rinse them with tap water, be sure to add a bit of dechlorinator to it!

To set your timer, depress the tabs set in a ring around the center clock face in the times when 
you want the power ON, then turn the dial until the arrow points to the current time. A pen or 
other small object may be useful for pushing in single tabs. For the default setting of 15 minutes 
on per hour, you’ll want to push down every 4th tab.
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Not only is nitrate much safer for fish at much higher concentrations, it’s also preferred 
by plants, which use it as a source of nitrogen. To get your aquaponic garden operating, 
you’ll need to provide an environment that encourages those bacteria to grow, then give 
them some time grow and thoroughly populate your system. This process usually occurs in a 
couple different stages, and while there are ways you can speed it up somewhat, it typically 
takes between 3-6 weeks.

Getting Ready

Cycling isn’t unique to aquaponics; aquariums rely on biofilters to manage ammonia wastes, 
too. That means that even though aquaponics is fairly new, people have been developing their 
own opinions and techniques on the best, fastest, safest way to cycle a tank for decades! 
Details vary, but the biggest distinction most people make is whether they’ll cycle with or 
without fish. It may be tempting to get fish right away, and if you do, you can cycle your tank 
by allowing a biofilter to grow in response to accumulating fish wastes. Simple, right?

While it may sound simpler, cycling with fish is a dicey proposition! Since the waste products 
you’re trying to accumulate are toxic, you’ll need to test levels in the water quite often 
and be prepared to perform frequent partial water changes to remove extra nitrogenous 
wastes before they can harm your fish. If you’re patient and you already have a good working 
knowledge of aquarium-keeping, you can cycle your Garden with fish, but in this guide, 
we’re going to cover the method we recommend: fishless cycling. It’s faster, simpler, lower-
maintenance, and more humane since it doesn’t risk the health or lives of fish. You’ll still need 
to do some water testing, but not nearly as much. All you’ll need is a chemical stand-in for 
the fish to get your biofilter prepared!

Here’s what you’ll need to cycle a new tank:
• Ammonia
• Water test kits
• pH increaser and decreaser solutions (available at most pet supply stores)
• Filtered or purified water for water changes or top-offs

Once you have test kits and ammonia in hand, take a full set of readings of your fresh, new 
aquarium water. We suggest writing these down for reference! Starting out, pretty much any 
pH above 6 is okay, although your plants may do better if you keep it below 7.2. (Later on, 
you’ll want to control pH more closely, but for now you can relax!)

Want to know more about the cycling process? If you’re curious to know more about the 
microorganisms that make your Garden work, or if you’d like extra information so you’re better 
equipped, check out our guide to cycling your tank at support.aquasprouts.com
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Kicking off the cycle

Water testing is a necessity for setting up a healthy aquaponic system! Test kits are 
inexpensive and widely available online or at most pet stores. You’ll need, at a minimum, a 
pH test, ammonia test, and a nitrate test, but we recommend picking up a “master” test kit 
which will generally include pH, ammonia, nitrite, and nitrate tests, and may have tests for 
other water parameters such as hardness and phosphates.

Once you’ve got your ammonia source, starting the process is as simple as adding ammonia 
to the tank! You’ll need to use your test kit to calibrate exactly how much ammonia to add, 
but you can save yourself extra work later on if you measure carefully the first time and note 
the quantity you use.

Opinions vary on exactly how much waste throughput an aquaponic system should have, 
and of course the real answer is going to vary depending on how much plant growth you 
have, the idea being that a system in balance should have plants using up nitrate at the 
same rate it’s being produced, that rate itself being controlled by the biofilter and, ultimately, 
by how much you feed your fish! Since it’s not feasible to calculate all that out in a small home 
system, we recommend you aim for an average amount of nitrification by starting with 
an ammonia concentration of 4-6 ppm. (If you overshoot, simply perform a partial water 
change to bring levels back down into this range.)

Since there’s no definitive standard strength for ammonia solutions, you’ll need to add a little 
ammonia at a time, test, and add some more until you reach your target. Be careful if you’re 
using powdered compounds - it doesn’t take much! If you’re using kitchen measuring spoons, 
even your smallest spoon may be too much, so either get a very small implement, or mix up 
some powder into a small amount of distilled water so you can add it dropwise.

Once you’ve added ammonia, you’re started! The nitrifying bacteria you’re trying to attract 
live almost everywhere, and spores or loose bacteria will settle into your tank and start 
multiplying once they find a friendly environment.

Test ammonia levels every few days at first, and if ammonia levels start to drop, add more to 
bring them back up to the target range. Eventually, you should start to see them drop faster 
and faster. The goal is to have a biofilter that can process your target level of ammonia 
every day!

Get pure ammonia solution, or ammonium chloride or ammonium carbonate powder - watch 
out for solutions that have surfactants or other cleaning agents in them! It’s usually best to get 
ammonia from an aquarium specialty store, or an online source that sells pure ammonia, rather 
than using ammonia intended for cleaning.

TIP: speed up your cycle by adding a pre-existing colony of bacteria, either by buying bottled 
cycling mixes, or by adding water or filter media from an existing, already-cycled tank to your 
new system. This can cut your cycling time by a third or more!
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Completing the Cycle

After two weeks or so (depending on temperature, pH, ammonia concentration, whether 
you seeded the tank with bacteria, and a number of other factors), you should be able to 
detect nitrite in the water during testing. This is your first milestone! It means the first part 
of your microbial colony is starting to flourish. In another week or two, if all goes well, you 
should start to detect nitrate. You’re almost there. Keep feeding the tank ammonia, and 
keep testing nitrite. When your tests show little or no nitrite despite continued feeding, your 
cycle is complete!

Transitioning to Fish

Keep feeding your biofilter until you’re ready to get your fish. Before you pick up fish, test 
nitrates; if they’re accumulating faster than your plants are using them, you may need to 
perform a partial water change to remove some. Nitrate is much safer than ammonia or 
nitrite, but you should still try to keep concentrations in the water below 40 ppm.

Be sure to stop feeding your tank ammonia at least 36 hours before you add fish, to give 
your biofilter plenty of time to clear the ammonia out of the system before you put fish in 
it. When you bring your fish home, it’s a good idea to gradually mix a small amount of water 
from your tank at a time into the water the fish came in; this slow acclimation helps prevent 
shocking your fish with a sudden change in temperature or water chemistry, which can harm 
or even kill them. Once you’ve mixed water to about half and half, you’re ready to put your 
new fishy friends into their new home. Let them swim free!

Part 3: Tips and Troubleshooting
Do I need to add fertilizer or supplements to my plants?

Quality fish food should provide the majority of what your plants will need to grow; keeping 
the pH of your water in an appropriate range (6.4-7.0) will help make sure your plants are 
able to absorb these nutrients well. However, every now and again you may find it helpful to 
supplement certain minerals, especially for some plants with unusual needs.

•	 Potassium: Symptoms of potassium deficiency can include purple spots on the underside 
of leaves, curling leaf tips, brown scorching, or yellowing  leaf margins. Potassium carbonate 
is an excellent tool; it adds potassium for your plants, and it’s also alkaline, so it’s useful for 
raising pH, which you’ll likely occasionally need to do anyway! Add it when your pH is too 
low and you’ll probably never need to supplement potassium otherwise. You can also use 
potassium chloride if you need potassium without raising pH.

NOTE: Always perform your water tests before you do any water adjustments or add ammonia 
for that day, or the adjustments you make will throw off your tests.
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•	 Iron: Your garden might have an iron deficiency if your plants start turning yellow while 
the veins remain green. Iron can also frequently help boost production even in plants 
that aren’t obviously deficient. You can boost the iron levels in your garden by adding a 
chelated iron supplement.

•	 Calcium: Calcium is important for growth in the plant’s cell walls; calcium deficiency often 
appears as twisted, stunted, or “rippled” growth in the small, young leaves of plants. It 
can be tricky to add calcium without raising pH excessively, since most common mineral 
sources are alkaline. One of the best ways to manage calcium is to add a solid calcium 
mineral like limestone or even pieces of eggshell, since it will dissolve slowly rather than 
causing pH to suddenly spike upward.

When starting a new aquaponic system, some growers will use a natural mineral fertilizer 
to preemptively provide trace minerals for their plants. These come in powdered and liquid 
forms, and may be derived from a variety of sources, although seaweed extracts are most 
common.

What can I do if algae starts growing in my tank?

Even if you’re careful about the amount of direct light your tank receives, you might find 
algae growing in your aquarium from time to time. This is harmless in itself, but nobody likes 
being unable to see their fish!

Algae can be a useful indicator, however; lots of algae growth can indicate that your system 
is holding a lot of extra nitrate, which can be unhealthy for your fish over time. The first thing 
to do if you’re having algae trouble, other than using a clean glass scrubber or cloth to scrub 
it away, is to test nitrate, and to perform partial water changes as necessary until your 
nitrates are below 10 ppm. You may also need to reduce the amount you’re feeding your fish.

A stable system will also be more resistant to algae growth; bigger, better-established plants 
will be better at taking up more nitrate, more quickly!

Help! My fish are sick!

Treating sick fish in an aquaponic system can be tricky, because many of the medications 
and treatments used in aquariums may not be safe for your plants, especially if they’re 
plants you intend to eat. Prevention is the most important tool you have: always quarantine 
new fish in a separate tank for several days before you add them to your system, and do 
your best to keep your water clean and healthy, with low nitrates and a stable temperature 
and pH.

If you do see sick fish, your best bet is quarantine, again; if you can pull out the sick individuals 
and put them in a separate tank, you can medicate them there, and you may be able to stop 
the disease from spreading to other fish.

Finally, if your fish are suffering from ichthyosporosis - one of the most common aquarium 
fish diseases, and distinctive due to the appearance of small white nodules like grains of 
salt on the fish’s fins and scales - you may be able to stop the disease by increasing the 
temperature of the water. “Ick,” as it’s known, can’t reproduce at temperatures over 30.5 °C, 
so turn up the heat!
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Should I ever perform a water change?

Under ordinary circumstances, you won’t need to change the water in an aquaponic system 
the way you would in a standard aquarium. However, certain situations can occur in which 
a partial water change can be helpful in addressing problems - particularly if you have too 
much of something in the water, like ammonia or nitrate. You may also need to change some 
of the water from time to time to reduce salinity and hardness; remember, mineral salts 
don’t evaporate like water does! You can drastically slow down the accumulation of salts in 
the water by replacing evaporated water with distilled or purified water, but once or twice a 
year, it’s a good idea to perform a partial water change anyway, since even feeding your fish 
will introduce some amount of salts.

Do I need to clean the gravel in the aquarium?

An old-fashioned undergravel filter is an excellent accessory for your aquaponic garden. 
These filters use the gravel itself as a filter medium, and pull tank water down through the 
gravel into a chamber underneath. Since water continues to circulate through this chamber, 
it doesn’t become anaerobic and toxic, and the wastes can gradually break down to be used 
by your plants. If you don’t use an undergravel filter, it is a good idea to use an aquarium 
“gravel vacuum” siphon to clean out your gravel from time to time, or, if you don’t mind the 
mess, to simply turn on your pump and stir up the gravel to allow the wastes trapped in it to 
be pumped up into the garden bed where they can be broken down.

What kind of fish can I keep?

Most small, common freshwater aquarium fish will be happy in your system – these include 
common pet fish like platies and mollies, many varieties of tetras, small barbs such as cherry 
or checkerboard barbs, and many more. You can also add some small invertebrates such as 
snails and shrimp! 

It’s a good idea to choose hardy fish that can adapt to changing water conditions, such as 
fluctuating temperatures and pH levels, and in general you’ll want to select fish that can 
tolerate the soft, slightly acidic water conditions that are best for plant growth. 

How many fish can I keep?

Fish need space to move for good health, and overcrowding promotes disease. As long as 
you’re sticking to fish with an adult size of two or three inches at most, a handy rule of thumb 
is “one inch of fish per gallon of aquarium” - that is to say, in a ten gallon tank, you could 
safely have five two-inch fish, or three three-inch fish.

Learn more about fish selection at support.aquasprouts.com!
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How do I start growing plants?

There are a number of ways you can get your garden going:
• Some plants will germinate from seed in a soilless medium like the AquaSprouts clay 

pebbles. In general, this works best with large seeds like squash or swiss chard. Smaller 
seeds will often be washed down into the grow bed and fail to germinate.

• Smaller seeds like kale or basil can be started in plugs of peat or rockwool, then inserted 
into the growing medium once they’ve sprouted

• Some plants can be introduced by sticking a cutting directly into the grow-bed. Plants 
like basil and mint will propagate easily from cuttings. This is a great way to kick-start a 
garden without having to wait for seedlings to grow!

• Seedlings or small plants from a store or outdoor garden can easily be transplanted 
into your garden; gently wash the dirt off of the roots in a basin of water, then carefully 
plant your transplant into the grow media so that the roots are deep enough to touch 
the water. Transplanted plants will often look good but be slow to start growing again. Be 
patient - they need time to reestablish their roots!

Is it safe to eat what I grow? 

Remember, anything you add to your Garden will ultimately end up in the plants you eat! In 
general, this is not only perfectly safe, it’s a great way to grow clean, healthy food, but we 
recommend using fish food that’s intended for aquacultural or aquaponic use, since pet 
store formulas may contain dyes or preservatives. If you do buy food from a pet store, 
choose a premium brand with as few additives as possible. You can add whatever you like to 
your Garden, but we suggest not putting anything into the water that you wouldn’t feel safe 
putting on your dinner plate!

The water splashing back into the tank is too noisy!

If you don’t care for the sound of the return drains, we’ve included extra drain risers in the 
Garden kit which you can use to direct the drains down into the water with less splashing. 
Simply insert one or two riser units into the bottom side of the Garden grow bed in the drain 
holes, exactly as you would inside the bed.

I’m having problems with my Garden and it’s not covered in the manual!

If you need more answers and you can’t find them in our online knowledge base at support.
aquasprouts.com, you can always email us at contact@aquasprouts.com, or find us just 
about anyhow online: AquaSprouts on Facebook, @AquaSprouts, or use the contact form 
on our website.
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Data Tracking Sheet
Date pH Ammonia Nitrite Nitrate Note


