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Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee (IACUC) Policy 
 

HOUSING OF AQUATIC AND SEMI-AQUATIC VERTEBRATE ANIMALS 
 
1.  Background 
 
The purpose of this policy is to provide guidance to researchers who house aquatic and/or semi-
aquatic vertebrate animals. The most recent edition of the Guide for the Care and Use of 
Laboratory Animals, Eighth Edition, includes an expanded section on the care and use of aquatic 
and semi-aquatic vertebrates and forms the basis for the standards outlined in this policy. 

2.  Policy  
 
If aquatic or semi-aquatic vertebrates are intended to be housed in a new, unapproved location, 
the investigator must submit a request for housing (via new protocol form or amendment to an 
existing protocol) and the new location must be inspected by the IACUC prior to housing of the 
animals.   
 
In addition, the investigator must maintain records of daily animal husbandry activities (for 
example, records that the animals are observed daily and tanks checked for deceased animals) 
and records of water quality monitoring; these will be viewed during semiannual inspections by 
the IACUC. 
 
Guidance on specific topics related to the housing and care of aquatic and semi-aquatic animals 
is provided below. This is for housing of aquatic or semi-aquatic animals in buildings and does 
not apply to housing of aquatic species in ponds (e.g., horticulture farm). Please note this 
guidance is very general, as aquatic and semi-aquatic vertebrates are taxonomically diverse and 
vary widely in their physiologies and life histories. In many cases, the investigator is the expert 
on the particular animal(s) being housed and should adapt the guidance below to best fit the 
needs of the animal(s) under consideration. 

Water Quality 

a. Chlorine and chloramines used to disinfect water for human consumption (e.g., city 
water) or to disinfect equipment are toxic to fish and amphibians and must be removed or 
neutralized before use in aquatic systems.  

b. Standards for acceptable water quality, appropriate parameters to test, and testing 
frequency should be developed by the PI. A written record of water testing should be 
maintained and made available to the IACUC upon request. 

Life Support System 

a. If a biofilter is used, it must be ensured that it is of sufficient size (i.e., contain a sufficient 
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quantity of bacteria) to be capable of processing nitrogenous waste entering the system. 
b. Source water selection should be based on the provision of a consistent or constant 

supply, incoming biosecurity level requirements, water volumes needed, species 
selection, and research considerations. As noted above in the Water Quality section, 
water intended for human consumption (e.g., city water) is treated with chlorine and/or 
chloramines; these chemicals must be neutralized before the water is exposed to fish and 
amphibians. 

Husbandry 

a. To avoid damage to the protective mucous layers of the skin and negative effects on 
immune function, handling of aquatic animals should be kept to the minimum required, 
and appropriate handling techniques should be identified by the PI. 

b. If animals are held out of water (e.g., for surgery or other procedures), steps should be 
taken to keep skin surfaces moist and to prevent desiccation. 

c. Environmental enrichment should elicit species-appropriate behaviors and be evaluated 
for safety and utility. 

d. Food should be stored in a type-appropriate manner to preserve nutritional content, 
minimize contamination, and prevent entry of pests. Food delivery methods should 
ensure that all animals are able to access food for a sufficient period of time while 
minimizing feeding aggression and nutrient loss.  

e. Storage time of commercial diets should be based on manufacturer recommendations or 
commonly accepted practices (e.g., 3 months from date of opening); in general, the 
researcher should know the date of manufacture and be aware of factors that impact the 
food’s shelf life. 

f. Some semi-aquatic amphibians and reptiles may need bowls or containers of water for 
soaking and drinking, and water quality should be appropriate. 

g. Daily care should be provided by qualified personnel who have a sufficient understanding 
of the housing system to identify malfunctions and, if they are unable to address a system 
failure of such magnitude that it requires resolution before the next workday, access to 
staff who can respond to the problem. 

h. Appropriate emergency response plans should be developed to address major system 
failures and must be submitted to the IACUC to be kept on file. Template emergency 
plans can be obtained from the IACUC. 

i. Records should be kept concerning feeding information (e.g., food offered, acceptance), 
non-expired food supplies to ensure sustenance of nutritional profile, and any live 
cultures. 

Substrate 

a. Amount, type, and presentation of primary enclosure substrate should be based on the 
system design and species needs. 

Sanitation 

a. Chlorine and most chemical disinfectants are inappropriate for aquatic systems 
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containing animals as they are toxic at low concentrations; when used to disinfect an 
entire system or system components, extreme care must be taken to ensure that residual 
chlorine, chemical, and reactive byproducts are neutralized or removed. 

b. The best way to minimize disease spread is to have dedicated nets per tank. If this is 
impossible, nets should be cleaned and disinfected appropriately when used in different 
systems and should be dedicated to animals of similar health status whenever possible. 

c. As the aerosolization of water can lead to the spread of aquatic animal pathogens (e.g., 
protozoa, bacteria) within or throughout an aquatic animal facility, this process should be 
minimized as much as possible. 

d. The frequency of cleaning and disinfection should be determined by water quality, which 
should permit adequate viewing of the animals and animal health monitoring. System 
components such as lids on fish tanks, which may accumulate feed, may require 
sanitation as often as weekly depending on the frequency and type of feed and the 
system’s design. 

e. All components of the animal facility, including animal rooms and support spaces (e.g., 
storage areas, cage-washing facilities, corridors, and procedure rooms), should be 
regularly cleaned and disinfected as appropriate to the circumstances and at a frequency 
determined by the use of the area and the nature of likely contamination. Cleaning agents 
should be chosen and used with care to ensure there is no secondary contamination of the 
aquatic systems. 

f. Cleaning implements should be made of materials that resist corrosion and withstand 
regular sanitation. They should be assigned to specific areas and should not be 
transported between areas with different risks of contamination without prior 
disinfection. Worn items should be replaced regularly. The implements should be stored 
in a neat, organized fashion that facilitates drying and minimizes contamination or 
harborage of vermin. 

Space 

a. Animals must have enough space to make normal postural adjustments (e.g., the animal 
should be able to completely rotate without touching the sides of the enclosure). 

b. For semi-aquatic reptiles, terrestrial areas should be provided to allow for normal 
behaviors as appropriate to the species (e.g., basking, feeding, digesting, and ovipositing). 

Physical Plant 

a. Moisture-resistant switches and outlets and ground-fault interrupters should be used in 
areas with high water use, such as cage-washing areas and aquarium maintenance areas. 

b. Holding areas for aquatic species should be provided with drains of a suitable size and 
number to accommodate water released during system operation and maintenance or as a 
result of life support system or tank failure. Drains should not permit passage of animals 
or hazardous materials into the sanitary system without appropriate treatment. 

c. Materials used for floors, walls, and ceilings should be impervious to water while floors 
should be slip-resistant and able to withstand the loads inherent with large quantities of 
water. 

d. Electrical receptacles or circuits should be ground-fault interrupted to prevent 
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electrocution of personnel and animals. 
e. Doors and frames, supply diffusers, exhaust registers, lighting fixtures, HVAC ducts and 

components (exposed to high levels of moisture or corrosives), and other metallic 
elements should be made of moisture- and corrosion-resistant materials. 

f. If the macroenvironmental/room HVAC system is used as the primary method for 
tempering the aquatic environment, sufficient ventilation should be provided to prevent 
moisture buildup on room surfaces and maintain suitable temperatures for the species 
housed. 

 

3.  References and Regulations 

• Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals, 8th Edition 
 
Direct questions about this document to:  Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee, Iowa 
State University, 515-294-1516, iacuc@iastate.edu  
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