
Disney World for Aquarists 
 
By Dr David Ford, Aquatic Services 
 
I have family in Florida and so can be a frequent visitor to Orlando and of 
course, take my love of fishkeeping with me.  If you are going to take that 
holiday of a lifetime, here is some advice that will help you also to enjoy the 
American aquatic scene. 
 

 
 
 
Millions of Brits visit Florida every year and stay in Orlandoôs International 
Drive (or better still for Disney, the 192 Resort Area of Kissimmee) and 
aquarists among them will have many things to see and enjoy.   Marinists 
especially must visit SeaWorld and marvel at the displays.  More of that later, 
because SeaWorld is not Disney (it is owned by the beer company Anheuser-
Busch). 
 
Disneyôs World 
 
There are four óAdventure Parksô in Disney World near Kissimmee: The Magic 
Kingdom, Animal Kingdom, MGM Studios and Epcot.  There is nothing 
aquatic in MGM Studios or the Magic Kingdom (but plenty of other fascinating 
shows and rides of course).  You would think Animal Kingdom would have 
aquaria and fish but the only ones are a few large Pacu in the Asian Otter 
display.  They can be seen below water level through an acrylic front to the 
display opposite the Pizzafari restaurant to the left of Discovery Island. 
 



Disneyôs main claim to aquatic fame is the óSeasô exhibit in Epcot 
(Experimental Prototype City of Tomorrow).   Readerôs who have already 
visited Disney World will recall that since it was built by United Technologies 
Corp. for Disney, the exhibition was called the óLiving Seasô with total 
emphasis on óedutainmentô about the Sea and its animals.  There were 
óHydrolatorsô ï pretend lifts that took you down to Sea Base Alpha with its 
aquariums and touch tanks. 
 
This has all changed ï the aquarium has been given the Disney treatment 
and made into a cartoon show.  It is now called óThe Seas with Nemo & 
Friendsô (to the West of the main Fountain Display).  A ride called a 
óclamobileô (shell-shaped people-mover) takes visitors through views of the 
main aquarium with a narration about losing Nemo (the Clownfish of Disney-
Pixarôs ñFinding Nemoò motion picture). 
 
This includes projected images of the cartoon fish into the aquarium, so they 
seem to swimming among the real fish.  Even if you disapprove of the 
concept, you have to marvel at the technology.  After the ride, there are still 
some seawater aquariums to see and views into the main tank with displayed 
data on the pH and salinity etc. (it is claimed that the pH is maintained at 
precisely 8.096!). 
 

 
 
 Disneyôs famous Living Seas exhibit is now a cartoon ride. 
 
 
 
 



A Six Million Gallon Aquarium 
 
The statistics of óThe Seasô aquarium is amazing.  It is the Worldôs 6th largest 
ocean yet totally artificial.  It contains 6 million gallons (thatôs American 
gallons which is 5 million Imperial Gallons or nearly 23 million litres) and when 
they do a complete water change (it happens) 27 lorry-loads of seasalt are 
needed.  Behind the scenes huge biofilters recycle all 6 million gallons every 2 
hours and 40 minutes. 
 
The aquarium houses 3,000 fishes (real ones!) of 100 species and are fed 
over 400 lbs of food daily, prepared by Animal Nutritionists and delivered by 
qualified divers.  Diets range from Romaine Lettuce to ground fishfood in 
dental plaster (for the Parrot Fish to crunch). 
 
The Land 
 
Next to the Seas is The Land (with the fantastic óSoarinô ride ï donôt miss it) 
that includes a boat trip through the óLiving with the Landô exhibit.  This is a 
biotechnology unit with greenhouses using hydroponics and aeroponics and 
an aquaculture section.  The vegetables, fruit and fish they produce is used in 
all the restaurants within the Disney parks.  They have even combined the 
culture of fish and plants.  
 
The ride only gives a passing glance at the intensive aquaculture tanks of 
Tilapia and Channel Catfishes etc. but a closer look is possible with the 
óBehind the Seeds Tourô where you take an hour-long walk through the unit  
and includes hand-feeding the fish.  This has to be prebooked at the 
Customer Relations desk at the entrance to Soarinô.  
 

 
 
Disneyôs combined aquaculture and hydroponics 



 
Disneyôs Pedigree Koi 
 
From these óFuture Worldô rides at Epcot, visitors move on to óWorld 
Showcaseô where exhibitions from eleven countries reside (United Kingdom 
includes Harry Ramsdenôs Fish & Chips).  The Japanese exhibit has splendid 
gardens with crystal-clear water lakes holding magnificent pedigree Koi.  
These include some incredibly beautiful longfinned Sanke. 
 
If Koi is your thing, visit the Gaylord Palms Exhibition Centre (free but parking 
is $10) at Junction 65 off the I4 motorway.  The Koi are in the Atrium within 
the hotelôs shopping and restaurant area.  There is also a seawater lake with 
Tarpon, Snook and Red Rum fish; feeding times are advertised as Monday, 
Wednesday and Fridays at 4pm. 
 
Swim with the Fishes 
 
Disney World has two Water Parks in the complex ï Blizzard Beach and 
Typhoon Lagoon.  There are no fish at Blizzard Beach but Typhoon Lagoon 
has tropical fishes, and you can snorkel among them. 
 
Typhoon Lagoon has a sea with 6 foot waves for surfing and coral sand 
beaches for sunbathing ï but the sea is actually fresh water, filtered clean, 
clear and sterile.  Around this óseaô are water slides and rides galore with one 
special display of interest to aquarists.  This is óShark Reefô advertised as óa 
saltwater adventure around a sunken tanker with real sharks and schools of 
tropical fishô. 
 
The sea is of course, artificial seawater, with a huge gravel-based biofilter and 
kept at 68-70 degrees F (20-21C) to maximise Oxygen content.  Actually this 
makes the water feel cold to swimmers (since the summer air temperatures 
will be in the upper 80s F (32C)).   
 
The sunken tanker is upside down and you can climb down into the hull to 
view the fish and sharks through the portholes. 
 
Visitors in groups (you must be able to swim) are taken through showers (to 
remove suncreams because they clog those biofilters) and everyone is given 
snorkelling equipment and lessons on how to use it.  This does not include 
flippers because they frighten the fish.  Once the short lesson is over the 
group is turned lose to swim in the óseaô with Coral Fishes such as French 
Grunt, Scrawled File Fish, Sargassum Triggerfish, Yellowtail Damselfish, 
Rainbow Parrotfish, Blue Tang, Spanish Hogfish, Rock Beauty and more. 
 
Far from appearing stressed, the fish are all active, colourful and huge.  They 
seem to accept the humans thrashing about among them.  As advertised, 
there are Rays and Sharks in the same waters, but separated by an acrylic 
sheet from the fish and the swimmers. 
 



 
 
Visitors receive lessons on snorkelling before swimming with the Coral Fish 
 
Alligators Galore 
 
Florida is famous for its freshwater alligators (or infamous ï some are people 
eaters) and so Gatorland is a popular venue for visitors after the Disney tours.  
It is on Orange Blossom Trail just north of Kissimmee town centre.  The 
entrance and gift shop burnt down in 2006, but a new entrance has now been 
built. 
 
From the entrance take a right to the observation tower and climb to the top.  
Look down on the alligator-infested waters and you will see shoals of Tilapia 
swimming unscathed among the reptiles. 
 
Restaurants with Aquaria 
 
The resorts area has hundreds and hundreds of restaurants with fierce 
competition making each one have some claim to fame.  Often this will be a 
well-stocked and maintained aquarium.  Aquarium rental firms do good 
business in Florida. 
 
The Red Lobster chain has acrylic aquaria with African Cichlids (chosen for 
attraction with hardiness) and even McDonalds has a giant seawater 
aquarium at their largest fastfood outlet in the World (on Sand Lake Road just 
by Junction 75a of the I4). 
 


