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THE AQUARIUM NITROGEN CYCLE 

Aquariums for aquatic turtles, amphibians and fish are a closed system in which debris, such as 

uneaten food, dead plants and waste material accumulates, leading to the build-up of toxic 

compounds such as nitrites and ammonia which can harm your pet.  This phenomenon is referred to 

as the ‘Nitrogen Cycle’ and there are many videos detailing this cycle online.  In order to stop the 

accumulation of toxins such as ammonia - which can kill aquatic pets - it is important to keep the levels 

of these harmful by-products as low as possible.  

Within the tank there will be a population of ‘good’ bacteria called nitrifying bacteria.  These bacteria 

typically live in the filter or substrate and convert the very toxic ammonia into less toxic nitrites then 

eventually into nitrates which are not harmful to the animals. 

 

 

The harmless nitrate can then be removed from the tank by doing PARTIAL water changes.  If you 

remove too much (or all) of the water at once when cleaning, you will actually be harming the nitrifying 

bacterial population which will never reach levels required to keep your pet safe.   
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