
 
How do protein skimmers work? 
Water flows through a chamber and comes in 
contact with a column of fine bubble.  These 
bubbles collect proteins and other substances 
and carry them to the top of the device where 
the foam collects in a cup.  The foam can then 
easily be removed from the system and      
discarded. 
 
The organic waste is made up of molecules 
that have hydrophobic (does not like water) 
and hydrophilic (likes water) ends.  When air 
in water is bubbled, these molecules line up 
around the bubbles and create a foam.  This 
foam rises to the top of the reaction chamber 
and accumulates in the “collection cup”.  
When the collection cup fills you simply       
dispose of the liquid and crud, clean the cup, 
and replace it.   

There are different types of protein skimmers.  
Some sit inside the tank, some are in the wet/
dry filter sump, and some hang off the back of 
the tank like a power filter.  Different types of 
skimmers use different methods, but they 
achieve the same effect.  The size of the   
bubbles and their time of contact with the    
water is what makes one protein skimmer 
more efficient than another.  Generally, the 
smaller the bubble and the longer it is in    
contact with the water, the better the protein 
skimmer.  
     Whatever type you choose, having a     
protein skimmer on your tank will reduce the 
amount of cleaning and improve water quality 
for your fish.   
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A protein skimmer is a device used with      
saltwater aquariums to simulate the natural 
removal of organic waste.  It uses the same 
basic process that the ocean uses to gets rid 
of decomposing organic matter.  You can see 
this process in action whenever you go to the 
beach and the waves crash on the shore.  As 
the water recedes from the shore, you may 
see foam.  This foam is made up of organic 
waste. 
 
Decaying organic matter degrades the water 
quality.  Poor water quality provides breeding 
grounds for unwanted algae like 
cyanobacteria called “red slime algae”.  Red 
slime algae can cover light sensitive corals 
and polyps in a reef tank and cause them to 
die.  The organic waste can also cause 
ammonia to build up in your tank which can 
stress your fish.  It can even cause fish death 
if the ammonia levels get too high. 
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