
Nobody wants their Koi to suffer from illness, so what 
can you do to keep them in top shape? You could 
start by reading this month’s cover feature by top 
aquaculture vet, Fiona Macdonald BVMS MRCVS...

EVERYthing You EVER wantEd

to Know aBout Koi hEaLth
BUT WERE AFRAID TO ASK

Poor health in your Koi can be caused 
by any number of problems, from 
exposure to harmful bacteria, viruses 

or environmental hazards to stress. It makes 
sense that the best way to keep your Koi 
healthy is to try your best to ensure that they 
don’t get ill in the first place. Let’s look at the 
main ways you can take action to avoid 
problems before they even happen. 

Prevention is better than cure
Water quality has to be the single most 
important aspect of fish keeping, and it’s 
overlooked surprisingly often. Since your fish 
are confined to your pond or tank and can’t 
go swimming off to find better conditions 
somewhere else, your care of their water is a 
critical factor in their wellbeing. 

Fish, like any other living creatures, have 
normal body processes which use the food 
and oxygen in their daily life of growing and 
repairing themselves, as well as moving 
around, and in some cases reproducing 
themselves. Fish eat food (usually supplied 
by the fish keeper), digest it and void the 
waste products through their faeces and 
urine, which along with any uneaten food, 
pass into the water in which the fish live. 

These waste products are formed mainly of 
compounds, which contain nitrogen or 
‘nitrogenous’ waste, the most important of 
which are ammonia and nitrites. These waste 
products would be harmful to your fish if they 

were allowed to accumulate in the pond, but 
that’s where your filtration system comes into 
play: the microorganisms in the biofilters 
digest these waste products, which are taken 
up in turn by the plants in the pond. This is 
known as the nitrogen cycle and all will be 
well as long as nothing upsets the balance. 

However, too much food, high 
temperatures combined with lack of oxygen, 
and the use of chemicals in the pond, which 
can kill the microorganisms in the biofilters 
can all upset this critical balance. This could 
lead to high levels of toxic substances in the 
pond that can seriously affect your fish.

Protect your fish
Your fish are precious and deserve protection 
from disease. There are a few ways to do this, 
but one of the main steps is to quarantine any 
new fish before introducing them to your 
pond. The length of the quarantine period will 
be determined by the potential risk, but 
should be at least six weeks. 

You can further reduce the risk of infection 
by disinfecting any equipment that might be 
contaminated from someone else’s pond. 
This applies to other people handling your 

fish as well! It’s a good idea to keep separate 
equipment for the quarantine and pond 
systems to avoid crossover infections.

Monitor your Koi regularly and keep an eye 
out for parasites. You’ll find more advice on 
how to do this on page 34 of this issue. Don’t 
ignore parasites if you find them – treat for the 
specific problem, sooner rather than later.

You should also take steps to protect your 
Koi from predators such as herons, which are 
a Koi keeper’s public enemy number one. 
Increasingly, mink can be a problem in some 
rural areas, too.

Provide enough water
Fish need sufficient good quality water to live 
in to be in balance with their environment. 
This seems a very simple fact on the face of 
it, but don’t forget that fish can grow quite 
significantly when they are healthy, happy 
and well fed. This kind of growth is a 
compliment to the fish keeper, but it can 
catch you out with producing a ‘stocking 
density’ or weight of fish which can be more 
than either the volume of water or the filter 
capacity can cope with. This puts pressure 
on you to maintain good water quality and > 
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MRCVS has worked as an 
aquaculture vet for over  
20 years, both in the farm and 
ornamental sectors, as well  
as pharmaceuticals. She  
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develop fish medicine for  
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■  Gasping/hanging near water inlets –  
lack of oxygen.

■  Flicking/flashing  - parasites, high nitrite, 
contaminants in the water.

■  Jumping – parasites, gill problems, irritating 
contaminants in the water.

■  Rubbing – parasites.
■ Clamped fins – bacterial infection.
■ Excess mucus – stress, parasites.
■ Cotton wool on skin – fungus, bacterial disease.
■ Red marks or streaks on skin – bacterial infection.

sYmptoms ExpLainEd

Ensuring any new Koi are put 
through six weeks’ quarantine 
will protect all your Koi



> you may even have to consider either 
removing some of your fish and/or enlarging 
your pond in some extreme cases.

Regular checks
One of the most heartbreaking scenarios to 
happen to a conscientious fish keeper is just 
when he or she thinks that everything is 
perfect, with lovely healthy fish in sparkling 
clean water, then disaster strikes in the form of 
a major leak in something like the pond lining 
or the pipework, or worn air diffusers, so 
oxygen isn’t delivered efficiently. Stay ahead of 
the game by periodically inspecting your entire 
set-up for potential problems. You don’t even 
need to check the whole thing at once – you 
could break the pond down into different 
sections to check on different days of the week 
if time is short. If you create a schedule, stick 
to it and don’t skip a day, or you can guarantee 
that will be the area to fail.

You should make it a rule to check your 
water quality regularly: every week is ideal. 
Use good quality test equipment or test kits 
and make sure that the equipment is calibrated 
to give the readings that it should. Just as 
importantly, ensure that your chemical test kits 
are in date and have been stored correctly.

The main parameters to check are  
oxygen levels, temperature, ammonia, 
nitrate, nitrite, pH and phosphate. These  
are the areas that can have a direct and 
potentially serious effect on your fish.

Eyes on the prize
Last, but as they say, by no means least, 
don’t forget to check the fish themselves! 
Keep a close eye on your fish at all times; the 
secret of good fish management is to spot 
potential problems early. You should check 
their appearance, so look at their colour, see 
if there are any missing scales, check the fin 
quality, and look for external lesions such as 
ulcers, fungus, carp pox, and other lumps. 
You should also look for abdominal 
enlargement, which could be caused by 
spawning, or ascites (pine cone effect) as a 
result of bacterial infection, or even a tumour.

Another area to monitor is the behaviour of 
your Koi. Are they swimming normally or are 
they restless, flicking or flashing; are they 
sulking at the bottom of the pond? Any of these 
unusual behaviours could be indicative of an 
underlying problem that will require treatment.

Also watch whether they eat the amount you 
would expect them to. Are they eating the food 
quickly enough, or is some left after feeding? 
This isn’t a problem as temperatures fall 
coming into winter, but could be a symptom of 
something untoward at other times of the year.

By all means keep a close eye on your Koi, 
but I don’t recommend you frequently remove 
them from their pond or tank to examine or 
scrape them unless you suspect a problem. 
Any handling will stress fish, however tame, 
which will in turn just make them more 
susceptible to problems. Don’t get hands-on 
unless you need to.

Intervention
We’ve seen that the best way to keep your Koi 
healthy is to avoid them getting ill at all, but that 
isn’t always possible. There will be times that 
your Koi will suffer poor health, no matter what 
lengths you go to. Here are some basic hints 
and tips for the treatment of Koi if – or more 
accurately, when – you do need to intervene. 

Sedate pace of life?
If a fish needs to be handled for something 
like a skin scrape or ulcer treatment, then  
it should be sedated both to make life easier 
for the fish, as well as make the job easier  
for the handler. I personally prefer to use  
thin latex gloves when handling fish as I feel 
that apart from being more hygienic, there is 
less risk of disturbance to the fish’s skin, 
scales and mucus.

Measure the volume of water in the anaesthetic 
bath carefully before measuring the dose of 
sedative exactly following the instructions. 
Don’t use sedatives that aren’t approved. 

Move the fish from the pond to the treatment 
tank quietly and wait; don’t rush the process. 
Observe the fish carefully throughout, as fish 
are individuals and can vary in their responses 
to sedatives. The first sign of a fish reacting to 
the sedative can often be excitement and 
rushing around. They’ve even been known to 
jump out of the bath at this stage, so it’s 
advisable to cover the bath with a net.

The next stage is that the fish starts to lose 
balance and swims on its side. It will then go 
quiet and may lie on the bottom of the tank. 

Try gently lifting it out, and if it struggles, 
leave it a bit longer. 

If the fish looks like it’s going into too deep a 
state of sedation, immediately remove it into 
fresh well-oxygenated water. If the Koi doesn’t 
appear to be breathing, gently move it 
forwards and backwards through the water to 
resuscitate it. If a deeply sedated fish is 
allowed to drop into the pond, death usually 
follows because the water pressure prevents 
the operculae from opening and drawing water 
through from the mouth.

When you’ve finished the procedure, 
gently return the fish to the pond and keep 
observing it until its behaviour and swimming 
patterns return to normal.

Injections
If your vet has given you an injectable 
antibiotic to administer you need to take a few 
precautions. Gently catch your fish and bring 
to the side of the pond using a Koi sock. 
Position the fish facing away from the hand 
with the syringe – always use a new needle for 
each injection to avoid contamination. If your 
fish is a bit lively, sedate it first before injecting. 

Select the injection site (immediately 
adjacent to the dorsal fin is a popular site) and 
carefully insert the needle between the scales 
at an angle of about 45 .̊ Draw the plunger 
back a little to make sure you haven’t gone into 
a blood vessel by mistake. If you have and 
blood comes back into the syringe, carefully 
withdraw the needle and start again. When 
you are happy with the site, press the plunger 
firmly and evenly to make the injection and 
carefully withdraw the syringe and needle.

After the injection, don’t put a needle that’ 
has been in a fish back into the antibiotic. 
Finally, dispose of used needles and 
syringes in a proper ‘sharps’ container that 
you can get from your vet. > 
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FiRst aid Kit
■ Cotton buds 
■  Latex or similar gloves
■ Tweezers
■ Sedative
■  Baby changing mat or  

similar for sedated Koi
■  Wet towel to wrap sedated 

Koi and cover eyes
■ Hospital tank
■ Salt
■ Tamodine E
■ Chloramine T
■ Dechlorinator

If you think the Koi isn’t  
breathing, gently move it 
forwards and backwards 
through the water to 
resuscitate it

‘‘

The best way to keep 
your Koi healthy is to 
avoid them getting ill 
at all, but your Koi will 
suffer poor health 

‘‘ ‘‘

‘‘

Make sure you get a good  
test kit – and then make sure  
that you use it!

This is the Koi equivalent of a 
private room on a hospital ward 
– only the best will do for Koi!

Koi displaying raised scales  
like this will need your attention 
to get back to full health



Parasite city
Parasites as a group cause more problems for 
Koi and their owners than any other group of 
diseases. A successful parasite doesn’t want 
to kill the fish, but simply wants to live off it, 
seeing it as a free housing and food source. 
Unfortunately, this balance can change over 
time as the number of parasites per fish 
increases. The situation can also deteriorate 
where Koi are stressed for other unrelated 
reasons, such as poor water quality, other 
diseases or even over-management such as 
excessive handling. This is when problems 
start for the Koi and the keeper trying to cope 
with the consequences.

There is a huge variety of parasite species 
with very different life cycles and various ways 
of affecting the poor fish that they infest. 
Here’s a quick overview of the main culprits, 
how to spot problems and deal with them 
effectively. The problem organisms can be 
divided into internal and external parasites 
and we’ll start with the internal ones.

Inside
Tapeworms are the most common internal 
parasite and live in the digestive system. They 
take food from your fish after it is eaten, when it 
is being digested and rob your fish of essential 
nutrition. In order to reproduce and pass from 
fish to fish, tapeworms need an ‘intermediate 
host’; some small aquatic creature that eats the 
tapeworm eggs, which then develop inside 
them. These small creatures are then eaten in 
turn by a fish and the tapeworm itself develops 
inside the fish until the cycle is completed. 

Although it is relatively easy to treat any 
infected fish by using some of the new fish 
wormers, the problem can still remain in an 
intermediate host. If tapeworms are a continual 
problem, the only final way to get rid of them is 
to completely clean out the pond as well.

Tapeworms are not the only internal 
parasites; others can live inside your fish and 
cause them problems but can be very difficult 
to diagnose and treat.

Outside
External parasites can cover a wide range of 
organisms from very large ones that you can 
easily see on your Koi to microscopic ones that 
can cause serious problems despite their very 
small individual size. Let’s start with the largest 
ones: Fish Lice (Argulus) and Anchor Worms 
(Lernaea) both look nasty and cause distress 
and irritation to fish. They both lay eggs that 
can be difficult to kill. They are both easily 
seen on Koi, as they will flash and flick in a 
vain attempt to get rid of them. There are fairly 
new soluble powder treatments that can kill the 
adult parasites both on the fish and in the 
water. Although the eggs will be resistant to 
treatment, regular treatment of affected fish will 
gradually reduce the number of eggs laid as 
well and the problem will eventually resolve.

What a fluke!
Next in size, but possibly greater in importance 
because they are so common are the flukes - 
gill flukes (Gyrodactylus) and skin flukes 
(Dactylogyrus). Although both flukes can be 
found on the skin and gills, they are different in 
that the skin flukes give ‘birth’ to live young, 
whereas the gill flukes lay eggs. 

They really irritate Koi, so if your fish are 
showing signs of disturbance, you should have 
a scrape done of the mucus and have it 
checked under the microscope for the 
presence of these creatures. 

Although Koi can tolerate a few flukes 
without too many problems, if you find two or 
three on one scrape on one fish, you should 
treat the pond. There are some very good fluke 
treatments available, so there’s no need to 
resort to pig wormers with their risks to your 
valuable Koi. In fact, it’s illegal to use these on 
your fish without a veterinary prescription.

Magic Trich
Other microscopic nasties include Trichodina, 
whitespot (Ichthyophthirius) and Costia 
(Ichthyobodo). Trichodina is another irritating 
problem that tends to go along with flukes 

since it is a problem in stressed fish. Fish can 
quite happily tolerate a few, but when a fish is 
below par already trying to deal with other 
infections, Trichodina can just be one problem 
too much. Trichodina reproduces by splitting 
itself into two repeatedly, so the one Trichodina 
can become many in a very short time!

Snow whitespot
Whitespot looks like small round white spots on 
the skin, where each spot contains a parasite. 
When this grows and reproduces, it breaks out 
of the skin of the fish into a free-swimming 
stage, followed by reproduction to give rise to 
hundreds of ‘swarmers’ which will all go on to 
infect fish. A heavy infestation of these all 
breaking out from the skin could obviously 

cause the fish serious problems, since 
bacteria can penetrate the damaged skin and 
it can even affect the osmotic balance if large 
skin areas are affected. 

This parasite can’t be treated when it’s 
actually in the whitespots. These free-
swimmers need to infect a fish within three 
days or they will die, so removing all the Koi 
from a pond for this time dramatically reduces 
the infection levels. The free-swimming stages 
are also susceptible to formalin and malachite, 
although this needs to be done at least three 
times to be effective. Just bear in mind that this 
can kill off the microorganisms in the filters, 
which will then need to be re-colonised.

Counting the Costia
Costia is passed directly from fish to fish and 
attacks the skin and the gills. It can even kill 
young or weak fish and the symptoms 
include excessive mucus production, giving 
the fish a slimy look. You will also observe 
the usual flashing and scraping behaviour. 
Costia likes to attack stressed fish and it can 
be a bit of a challenge to treat. Common 
therapies include salt – but some Costia are 
salt resistant – formalin and malachite or 
potassium permanganate, but this needs to 
be used with caution. If you’ve not used it 
before, seek some expert advice.

Social disease
As if parasites weren’t enough to worry 
about, Koi keepers also need to be vigilant 
for infectious diseases that may affect their 
Koi. Next, we’ll look at the viruses, bacteria 
and fungus to keep an eye out for.

Going viral
Viral diseases in any species can be deadly, 
but they can’t reproduce outside of the body. 
Perhaps the highest profile virus – certainly 
of recent years – is KHV, or Koi Herpesvirus. 
This virus kills fish and it carries a legal 
requirement that you must notify CEFAS Fish 
Health Inspectorate if you suspect that it is  
in a Koi pond. 

The symptoms are serious: sudden death is 
the usual initial sign of an infected pond. You’ll 
likely notice severe red and white patches on 
the gills – often with bleeding as well – sunken 
eyes and pale patches or blisters on the skin. 
Secondary bacterial infections can take over, 
masking the original viral symptoms. It is a 
warm water disease, needing temperatures 
over 22˚C to grow and spread.

KHV is unlikely to arise spontaneously in a 
closed pond; it needs to be introduced via an 
infected fish. Diagnosis can only be confirmed 
with laboratory tests, although symptoms and 
history can give a strong indication.

A pox on you!
Carp pox is another common, but less 
traumatic, virus. Carp pox is caused by a 
herpes virus; it’s a bit like cold sores in 
humans and causes skin lesions which look 
a bit unsightly in fish, but don’t cause serious 
disease. These lesions can look a bit like a 
raised section of waxy skin and they’re often 
on the face around the mouthparts, or a 
greyish nodule on the fins. There is no 
known treatment – the best cure is waiting 
until the water temperatures rise in the 
summer and the lesions vanish. 
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Bacteria: Aeromonas 
Ulcer disease is the common name for 
infections caused by the bacteria Aeromonas 
hydrophila. This bacterium is widespread and 
can cause a wide variety of symptoms, from 
reddening of the skin to ulcers that can 
penetrate right into the muscle layers. It can 
also cause internal pathology including ascites 
(pine cone disease/dropsy), with fish  
frequently dying from the complications 
caused by this disease. 

This internal infection can be treated with 
antibiotics either by injection or also in the food 
(as a follow-up treatment after the initial 
injection), but these have been used so much 
that the bacteria are resistant in a number of 
cases. However, a primary trigger can also be 
water quality; the fish will be more susceptible 
to diseases if they are stressed, when it will be 
more difficult to treat successfully.

The external ulcers can also be treated 
directly by carefully cleaning away the 
disease tissue around the edges of the 
ulcers and dressing with antiseptics such as 
iodine products. The ulcer can then be 
sealed to promote healing.

Adding salt to the pond – or even better, to 
a treatment tank for the affected fish – is a 
very good way of supporting the fish through 
this difficult time and helping to correct any 
fluid balance issues that might occur either 
through the open sores or as a result of 
bacterial kidney damage.

Just a little word of warning – Aeromonas 
hydrophila can cause nasty skin ulcers in 
humans as well, so you’d be well advised to 
wear gloves when treating infected fish and 
wash your hands well afterwards!

There are numerous other bacteria which 
cause disease in Koi, including those which 
cause the actual disease such as Flexibacter 
columnaris which causes ‘cotton wool’ 
disease (which can be confused with 
fungus), fin rot and even specific ulcers 
known as ‘saddleback’ ulcers near the 
dorsal fin. This is a nasty infection that will 
require antibiotic treatment. Others are 
secondary opportunists which invade an 
existing lesion, including Pseudomonas 
species and other related organisms. > 

usE mEdiCinEs EFFECtiVELY
■  Get a proper diagnosis – don’t just treat  

‘in the hope it might help’.
■  Read the label carefully and make sure  

that you follow the dosage instructions.
■  Don’t simply increase the dose hoping  

that will make it work better.
■  Store medicines in their original packaging/

containers according to the label.
■ Do not mix treatments in the pond.
■  Leave a week between treatments or  

do a substantial water change.
■  Be aware of possible side effects  

such as affecting the bio-filters.
■ Weigh or measure any treatment accurately.
■ Get someone to check your dosage calculations.
■ Know your pond volume accurately.
■  Remember that salt will never leave a pond –  

the only way to remove it is by water changes.

Parasites as a group 
cause more problems 
for Koi and their owners 
than any other diseases

‘‘ ‘‘
At the onset of fin rot, you’d be well 
advised to check and correct your 
water quality parameters

Fungus is a common 
complication of an ulcer.  
Salt is a good treatment

It might look like a Dr Who  
villain, but this bad guy is  
in fact, a fish louse



There’s no doubting the health of 
this year’s Grand Champion at  
the All Japan show. Beautiful!

CO2 overnight. If you are unfortunate enough 
to have this happen to your pond, either 
immediately carry out a major water change 
or move the survivors to fresh water. 

A high pH can be neutralised by the 
addition of vinegar and a low pH by the 
addition of bicarbonate of soda, testing the 
water as you do this, but there are 
proprietary pH stabilisers available too.

Oxygen
Oxygen is vital for life and water does not 
carry a high level of oxygen. Routinely testing 
pond water for dissolved oxygen levels can 
be tricky as even how you handle some test 
kits can give an artificially high reading by 
inadvertently introducing oxygen into the test 
tube by how you pour in the water sample. 
The ideal dissolved oxygen level should be 
8-9ppm (mg/l) and problems will start to 
occur at levels below 5–6ppm (mg/litre).          

Water temperatures rise in summer, 
which means that fish will require more 
oxygen, but the warmer the water, the less 
oxygen it can hold. The whole situation is 
complicated by the fact that not only do fish 

CoVER FEatuRE

November 2011 Koi 25

Fungus amungus
Fungal problems often occur as a 
secondary response to other diseases, or to 
fish stressed as a result of water quality 
issues. I cannot emphasise enough – if your 
fish have a problem, first check and sort the 
water quality before rushing to pour 
treatments into the pond.

Saprolegnia species are the main cause of 
fungal disease in fish. They like dead tissue, 
so they’re often seen as a complication of 
ulcers, but these organisms can even kill 
tissue and then feed on it. The appearance is 
classical: cotton wool-like growth on the skin 
or fins, which collapses into a slimy coating if 
the fish is taken out of the pond. 

Fin rot and ulcers don’t happen as a direct 
result of fungal infections, so if these are 
present then it is more likely that the fish is 
suffering from Flexibacter columnaris 
infection. Formalin and malachite or salt are 
both useful fungus treatments.

Environmental Concerns
It’s time to look at the bigger picture beyond 
the Koi themselves and take in the place they 
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uLCER tREatmEnt
■ Check and correct water quality.
■ If fish is otherwise healthy, treat ulcer directly.
■ Wear latex gloves (to protect you and the fish).
■ Restrain fish (sedate if necessary).
■  Gently clean the edges of the ulcer  

with an iodine product (Tamodine E).
■ Rinse with clean water and allow to dry.
■ Protect with a sealant such as Orabase.
■ Return the fish to the pond.
■  Treat the pond with an appropriate water sanitiser.

require oxygen, but plants use it overnight, 
with organic waste when it oxidises as well 
as growing algae. High stocking levels and 
poor overall pond maintenance will all 
contribute to low oxygen levels. 

Another factor which is often overlooked is 
that oxygen will not reach the water very 
easily below 5–6 feet, so you may need to put 
a pump on the bottom in deep ponds in 
summer just to improve the circulation of the 
water and hence the overall oxygen level.

Your fish will show signs of low oxygen by 
coming to the surface gasping, and 
congregating around inlets and water 
returns. It’s usually the larger fish that will 

suffer the most. Any water circulation such 
as waterfalls – or anything that makes some 
type of splash – will trap oxygen in the water.

Ammonia and nitrite
Ammonia is formed by the combination of 
nitrogen and hydrogen and is found in 
water either as free ammonia (NH3) or 
ammonium (NH4). It is the free ammonia 
that is toxic to fish, and the total ammonia in 
a system is a combination of ammonia and 
ammonium. The toxic ammonia is usually at 
a low level, but will increase as the water 
temperature rises and as the pH increases.

A good quality test kit should give you 
exact details on how to check your 
ammonia levels.  Anything above 0.02mg/l 
will harm your fish, causing gill damage, 
kidney damage, and reduced appetite. 
Levels of 0.6 mg/l will kill fish.

There are two immediate actions to take if 
you find significant ammonia levels in your 
pond water. The first is to carry out a 
significant water change of up to 50% in 
severe cases. The other rapid response is 
to put salt in the pond, as this will also 
reduce the free ammonia present. Be 
aware that salt will stay in a pond until the 
water is changed and it can seriously  
affect some aquatic plants.

The major long-term action is to check 
what caused the rise in free ammonia in the 
first place. Is the filtration system working, 
are the fish being overfed, is the stocking 
density appropriate for your pond, and are 
there any dead plants – or even worse, 
dead fish – in the pond? It’s vital to find out 
what caused the problem and fix it. 

Contamination
There are a large number of possible 
external contaminants that could seriously 
affect your fish. These range from 
weedkillers and other garden run-offs to 
some paint and exterior wood treatments, 
building materials, cement additives, 
excessive fallen leaves.

How you deal with these depends on 
what has caused the problem – but the 
basic thing to remember is to remove the 
contaminant by water changes (and 
physical removal in the case of netting out 
leaves and plant debris). Remember that 
some products can also affect your filters 
as well, so don’t forget to attend to them.

Scales in scale
We’ve looked at everything from the 
microscopic level up to the Koi themselves 
and onto the wider world at large to help 
you keep your Koi in the best of health. 
We’ve tried our best to cover everything 
from regular maintenance to preventative 
measures, diagnosis and treatment in  
just a few pages. 

Of course, the Koi’s health comes first and 
if there are any treatments or procedures 
that you aren’t confident about, or if you 
need help to identify a problem, please 
consult a professional. A qualified vet or 
even a knowledgeable dealer may be your 
best bet, but your local Koi club will 
doubtless be invaluable – or you could just 
ask a friend who knows their stuff. When it 
comes to matters of health, after half a 
decade’s formal training, even our doctors 
like to get second opinions sometimes… ■

If there are any 
treatments you aren’t 
sure about, please 
consult a professional

‘‘ ‘‘

call home – the pond! The environment of the 
pond is vital for the health and wellbeing of 
your fish. We’ve already outlined this briefly, 
now it’s time for more detail on what to keep 
an eye on, what levels should worry you and 
what to do if something is amiss.

An icy welcome
Extreme weather can cause problems. Koi 
can survive periods where ponds freeze over, 
but remember not to break the ice as the 
sudden shock-waves transmitting through the 
water can rupture the their swim bladders 
and even kill them. A better way of clearing 
ice is to use a pan of hot water sitting on the 
surface of the ice to gradually melt through it. 
If the pond is deep, there should be sufficient 
oxygen even at the bottom to sustain your 
fish since their metabolism will have slowed 
significantly with the cold temperatures.

Hot weather is also a challenge, when 
maintaining adequate oxygen levels is 
essential. Algae and blanketweed will also 
grow much faster in warm conditions. 

pH perfection
The ideal pH for Koi is 7.4. Different parts of 
the country will have water supplies with 
widely varying pH levels though, and Koi are 
happy if they are kept in the range of 7.0 to 
9.0. The main thing to avoid is sudden rapid 
changes in pH, as this would stress the fish. 
You should check pH every week. 

A high pH means that the pond is 
alkaline – this can be caused by the water 
supply (hard water is well known for this 
and in some areas, it’s very obvious by the 
residue in your kettle), some types of rock, 
and even cement on the inside of the pool. 
One of the side effects of a high pH is that it 
increases the toxic ammonia levels. 

A low pH can occur very quickly in some 
ponds – even happening overnight. This is 
known as a pH crash and can be fatal to 
your fish. It’s caused by the plants giving off 
oxygen during the day and then producing 

Fungal infections are often  
caused by underlying problems 

like water quality or stress

Oxygenate your pond with a 
water feature like this waterfall.  
It looks good, too!

An air hole might be a good idea, 
but your Koi will weather the cold 
surprisingly well unaided
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