
Fish Room Design COI – January 2017 
 
The aim of this COI is to be an ongoing resource rather than a project 
with a beginning and an end.  We are establishing an online library of 
information that Club members can use and learn from the experience of 
others. 
 
Most fish keepers don’t have a dedicated fish room; this doesn’t mean we 
don’t want one.  Most of us started out with one tank that grew to two 
then four and then finally morphed into some 6-12 tanks scattered about 
whatever space is available.  New tanks get added when a new idea arises 
and the wife doesn’t object too loudly.   
 
With this background in mind we felt that we would start with the 
following topics; 

1. Fish tank stands 
2. Water works 
3. Filtration and electrical 
4. Humidity, air, and others 

 
At the first meeting we discussed the construction of stands for fish 
tanks. 
 
Stands fall into three categories – 1) pre-made wooden stands, 2) metal 
stands, and 3) home-made wooden stands.   
 
Pre-made wooden (actually particle board) stands are not very practical if 
you’ve got a lot of tanks.   If you have many tanks they are prohibitive 
because of the price.  They also rarely have space for more than a single 
tank.  I have used them for single stand-alone show tanks where the 
appearance of finished carpentry is important. 
 
The main advantage of metal stands is they require no carpentry and 
they’re ready to use.  They’re also easy to store if not in use.  
Disadvantages include the price and the fact that since they’re not 
tailored to the size of your aquarium they’re not very space efficient. 
They can be found at any of the large home improvement stores 
 



Home-made wooden stands are great when you have multiple tanks.  
There are several online sites that have published step-by-step plans for 
construction.  I have followed the plans of Ted Judy. Check out his 
tutorial on building racks for tanks at tedsfishroom.com. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ffely-t4iw 
 
I particularly like his straight-forward design, the minimal carpentry 
required and his space consciousness.  This is an example of how I have 
used his tongue in groove construction to build one of my stands.  This 
stand has a 40G breeder on the top and three end-on 10G tanks on the 
bottom. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ffely-t4iw


 
For tanks of 20G - 55G, the wood of choice is a 2x4.  Notice the only 
carpentry required is a single L shaped cut out at the top and a second 
C shaped cut out for the lower level.  The considerable weight of the 
aquarium/water/sand is directed down the outside rails of the aquarium 



located over the center of each of the 2x4s.  This is vital.  The wood 
carries all the weight.  The hardware only provides stability.  I used # 8 - 2 
½” wood screws. Notice also that I don’t have a sheet of plywood under 
the tanks.  It’s not necessary.  The weight is all on the rails.  In the place 
of plywood I’ve used ½” Styrofoam.  Obviously it has no strength.  It 
provides “forgiveness”.  What kind of forgiveness?  If the floor of your 
room is not flat or your carpentry skills are not top notch then the 
platform on which your aquarium is going to sit won’t be perfectly flat.  
If it isn’t flat there will be torque on the aquarium frame that will 
encourage breakage.  When you add a Styrofoam spacer all is forgiven; an 
error in leveling will be transmitted onto the Styrofoam not the metal.  
You can build a stand of any dimension to accommodate the exact size 
of your tanks (see insert on tank sizes).  
 
A second important consideration in California is earthquake safety.  
Most of our tanks are rectangles with a long axis (usually side to side) 
and a short axis (usually front to back).  The long axis is quite stable; the 
short axis not so much.  Therefore I join the posterior top rail of my tank 
stand to the studs behind the wall with #8 - 2/1/2” wood screws.  First 
locate the 2x4 studs behind the sheetrock.  Verify their location by 
driving nails into the sheetrock and feeling that sticky sense of nail in 
wood behind the sheetrock.  Usually the adjacent stud is 16” away (older 
construction may vary).  Then, depending on how much clearance you 
want behind the tank insert a wood spacer and use wood screws to 
attach it to the studs.  I’m showing two pictures to demonstrate this.  In 
the first I needed room for a HOB filter so I used a 2x4 spacer.   



 
 
In the second, the room was much smaller and I didn’t need much rear 
clearance so the spacer was only as wide as the ½” baseboard trim. 
 



 
  
In this room, the studs weren’t placed where I could attach the top rail 
at two well separated sites.  So, I screwed a 20” piece of 1/2'” 1x3 to the 
studs.  Then I screwed the rear rail of the tank stand to the 1x3.   



 
These plans are sufficient for a moderate sized earthquake.  In the event 
of a very large earthquake I suspect they, along with many other things in 
my house, would fail.  I figure that if we have a truly huge earthquake I’m 
going to have much larger problems to deal with than my aquariums.   A 
second good source of building information is The King of DIY – Joey 
Mullen.  He’s available on YouTube. 

 
Another important issue is access to your tanks, both top and bottom.  I 
like to be able to look at the top tank when I’m standing so I try to 
position the top tank to match my line of sight.  A tank this high may 
require using a stool to be able to work inside the tank but I accept that 
trade off.  This is the best stool I’ve found.  It has rolling wheels that 
lock when you stand on it.  Plus it’s round shaped and more stable than a 
short ladder.   



 
 
 
Now that you’ve figured out the height of your top tank let’s determine 
the level of the lower tank.  A primary consideration is the working space 



you’ll need between the tanks.  If you want easy access choose 10”; some 
can get by with 8”.  The first picture is a 20L on top and a 20H on the 
bottom with an 8” gap. Cleaning the HOB filter on the lower tank is 
difficult; I wished I’d given myself an additional 2” clearance.   

 



 
The second picture is my angel fish breeding setup.  They usually lay eggs 
on a piece of black slate that I immerse in a 3 liter cylindrical container 
of water with methylene blue.  I definitely don’t want to be spilling the 



methylene blue so I have a clearance of 12”.  

 
 
That concludes our first discussion.  Next time we’ll be discussing water 
related issues – water changes, storage, aging, etc. 


