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Whether you are a seasoned 
reefer, or perhaps someone 
looking to buy their very 
fi rst tank, there can be a 
confusing variety of options. 
You could consider buying 
a bespoke system, creating 
your own from individual 
parts, or maybe purchasing 
an off -the-shelf system, all 
either new or used. While 
each method has its own 
merits, the use of an off  the 
shelf system is perhaps one 
of the simplest routes to 
success given that the tank, 
cabinet, and often the key 
equipment too, have been 

We fi rst spotted the Reef Habitat range on display at AQUA 2019 and were immediately interested. Note those removable panels.

made to work harmoniously. 
In this review we’ll take a 
look at one such system 
from major UK supplier and 
mainstay of the hobby for 
years, Tropical Marine Centre 
(TMC).

So, there’s lots to cover in this 
review as we’ll not only be 
unboxing and setting up the 
tank and cabinet, but also 
installing key equipment and 
décor, and getting the system 
up and running so we can 
assess the key aspects of its 
operation. First and foremost, 
our delivery went smoothly 

with all the items being 
delivered on a single pallet. This 
was all wrapped in plastic fi lm 
so it was reasonably impervious 
to the weather. Having said that 
we immediately unpacked it 
and brought it into the studio. 
The cabinet components 
come fl at packed in two boxes 
while the tank and sump are 
comprehensively encased in 
cardboard and polystyrene. 
Tackling the cabinet fi rst, we 
started by constructing the 
inner carcass and this was easy 
to achieve with one person. 
There is a video on YouTube 
to guide you through the 

process which is useful, but 
as it uses the larger model for 
construction in parts, this did 
make us scratch our heads for 
a few minutes. Built around 
locking bolt fi xings, assembly 
is simple and really just needs 
a small cross head screwdriver. 
It all fi tted together nicely and 
then it was simple to attach 
the outer panels and door. 
Take note here that TMCs 
“easy switch” system allows 
you to change these panels 
in the future if you so desire, 
perhaps if you redecorate or 
move house. The hex-head 
fi xing bolts to release the 
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panels are easily accessible on 
the inside even with the sump 
in place. Currently, available 
finish options are glossy black 
or white, oak, or the one we 
chose, modern limestone. 
On this subject, we observed 
that the textured finish on 
the outer panels seems both 
attractive and durable, and 
the base of the cabinet also 
looks resilient to water, being 
coated. The door was also 
very easy to fit and line-up, 
and note that there are soft 
close hinges plus a push-close 
mechanism built into the top 
panel of the cabinet. The feet 
are non-adjustable but clearly 
very sturdy. You will certainly 
need to ensure that the site 
for the tank is perfectly level 
though and consider the 
judicious use of plastic shims 
if required. We also installed a 
sump riser drawer unit in the 
base of the cabinet. These are 
available as a separate add on 
to the system but are really 
useful to neaten your cabinet. 
So far, so good! Sure, this isn’t 
a metal framed cabinet but 
provided you assemble and 
level it properly, and look after 
it, we can see it lasting for many 
years, particularly with the 
ability to refresh it with new 
panels (or maybe even consider 
adding your own custom vinyl-
wrapped panels?).

The next step was to put the 
aquarium in place which we 
also achieved without issue. 
Overall, everything lines up 
nicely and feels very stable. 
The construction quality of 
the aquarium also looks good 
with neat black silicone with 
no apparent defects. We were 
also happy to see both tank 
and sump were pristine with 
no finger prints or scratches 
out of their boxes. Constructed 
from 8mm ultra clear glass 
the reef habitat epitomises 
the minimalistic rimless, 
braceless tank design that 
has become so popular over 
recent years. We really liked the 
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“high flow” black glass weir 
too, which offers a removable 
comb and tightly fitting gloss 
black cover. It’s probably the 
best we’ve seen out of the 
current crop on the market. 
We topped-off the tank with 
a TMC mesh tank cover which 
fitted perfectly and required no 
fiddly construction out of the 
box. The mesh could perhaps 
have been tauter and lined-
up a little better, but this is a 
minor observation. Moving on, 
we unpacked the sump next 
and placed this on top of the 
riser drawer in the cabinet. The 
sump on this smallest model 
in the range is quite basic with 
just a central inflow chamber 
from the overflow pipes in the 
weir and then a chamber on 
the right (as viewed from the 
front) for the return pump. On 
the left of the central chamber 
is a top-up reservoir. This holds 
10 litres of water (on the Reef 
Habitat 50) so should last a 
good while before refilling. 
Obviously, this arrangement 
requires an ATO to function, 
unlike the overhead reservoirs 
used by a number of other 
manufacturers. Overall, in 
the sump, there’s space for a 
skimmer, reactor and/or small 
refugium area (and we are sure 
creative hobbyists will find 
ways to further adapt the space 
if needed). A slight negative 
is that, as with most similar 
systems, there is no cable 
management infrastructure in 
place and as such you’ll need 
to get creative with locating 
control interfaces and power 
bars. Given the sump takes 
up the entire floor area of the 
sump we’d suggest that plug 
bars and power bricks are 
located outside the cabinet 
in this case unless you are 
willing to screw permanent 
fixings to the inside for robust 
anchor points. Moving onto 
the pipework and, although 
this did come with some 
rudimentary instructions, we 
again felt the need to be sure 
by watching another video 
which, in this case, immediately 

made assembly and operation 
very clear. It really was very 
simple and literally took 10 
minutes. Balancing flow is 
controlled by a small ball valve 
which OK, isn’t as ‘tunable’ as a 
gate valve, but it is suitable for 

the task if operated patiently. 
So that’s the cabinet, tank 
and plumbing set-up phase 
completed. As a final step we 
added our own flexible hose 
to link the return pump to the 
return pipework hosetail. Next, 

we’ll move on to installing the 
equipment and ‘wetting the 
tank’.

So, as well as the tank package 
we also received several critical 
items of equipment from TMC. 
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First, for lighting we added a 
TMC iLumenAir 600+ Connect 
LED fixture which offers more 
than enough light for even 
the most light-demanding 
coral species in this size tank. 
If anything, we’d advise that 
even SPS corals are slowly 
acclimated to full intensity 
power. Although we can’t go 
into major detail in the scope 
of this review, we will say that 
compared to the many other 
lights we’ve reviewed over the 
years (which includes EcoTech 
Radions, AI Hydras, Philips 
Coralcare etc) the iLumenAir 
stacked-up well. It consumes 
85 watts of power while 
outputting three separate 
channels; 6500K white, 450-
460nm blue, 410-415nm violet 
and 460-470nm blues. The 
fixure is also highly controllable 
offering set schemes or tunable 
operation, and note the Wi-Fi 
capability. The cooling fans 
are thermally controlled so 
only activate when required, 
and are very quiet. It also has 
attractive blue accent lighting 
on the fixture itself which looks 
very sleek, but can be turned 
off if required. The unit comes 
with a pre-made bracket or 
can be mounted using rails or 
a ceiling suspension kit (both 
sold separately). There are two 
other models in the iLumenAir 
line up beyond the 600+; the 
900+ which outputs 148 watts 
and the 1200+ at 200watts. If 
you want to buy into the entire 
ecosystem of TMC products 
then this ‘Connect’ rated light 
is the one for you as it can 
be Wi-Fi controlled using the 
iLumenAir app which opens up 
a vast range of control schemes 
and useful functions. We also 
added a REEF Pump 2000 DC 
as our return pump (see our 
review of the REEF Pump 5000 
Connect model in the last issue, 
and now on the UM website 
also) plus a TMC Reef Skim PRO 
300 DC skimmer. These items 
aren’t part of the Connect 
ecosystem but they do have 
physical controllers which make 
operating them very simple 



and flexible. In short, they are 
ideal kit for the Reef Habitat 50, 
so if you are interested, look 
them up. 

To evaluate the majority of 
these items, it was of course 
necessary to fill the tank and 
to achieve this we added some 
TMC Eco-Reef rock into a rough 
aquascape before filling the 
tank with RO water. While we 
went ahead and added salt very 
soon after this, an option at this 
stage would be to take your 
time and allow the rock to soak 
for a few weeks, then change 
out the water to help remove 
any residues left on the décor. 
For salt we used TMC Reef Salt 
which is claimed to produce a 
mix of general natural seawater 
values (KH of 7-8). To ensure 
we had the correct salinity we 
calibrated and then used a TMC 
refractometer which we cross 
checked against our Milwaukee 
digital salinity reader to 
discover that, certainly our unit, 
gave and for several days held, 
an acceptably accurate reading. 
After this we added TMC Eco-
Sand substrate then after a 
week checked key parameters 
for any anomalies (of which we 
found none).

At this point we conclude our 
review as essentially the system 
has ticked all the boxes to prove 
itself fit for purpose and is ready 
to begin the fascinating process 
of transforming into a living 
miniature marine ecosystem 
through the careful addition 
of selected stock. Overall, the 
quality and set-up process 
exceeded our expectations 
and this system is not only 
of suitable quality, but also 
clearly well thought-out. In 
our opinion it offers a perfect 
entry level system (in any of 
the sizes) or is also a worthy 
consideration if you are looking 
for an additional tank (whatever 
category you are in, consider 
reading our “Taking the Plunge” 
series by Keith Moyle in this 
and the last few issues as a 
natural progression to this 
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review, particularly if this will 
be your first tank). Retailing for 
around £689.99 (for the cabinet, 
tank, sump and pipework) the 
Reef Habitat 50 is the smallest 
system in the range with an 
operational system volume of 
119 litres for the display tank 
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and sump. It is joined by the 
larger 60 and 90 models which 
retail for £749.99 and £979.99 
respectively. For more details 
on these tanks plus all the other 
equipment we’ve mentioned, 
visit tropicalmarinecentre.com

We’ve turned the blue channels right down on the iLumenAir in these images for 
print reproduction. In the sump image above we’ve fitted some of the key equip-
ment to show possible control interface mounting options. In this arrangement, 
the power bricks are outside the tank. The tank is still a little cloudy from adding 
the substrate (we suggest you rinse it thoroughly).


