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What is Aquaponics?

• Aquaponic growing combines fish and plants into a symbiotic system

• Fish waste is converted by bacteria to a form of nitrogen that feeds 
the growing plants. 
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OUR TILAPIA
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Why grow food at the library?

• Food Literacy

• Food Security

• Food Sovereignty
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The changing face of the public library

• Libraries are expanding their services to meet real world needs of 
customers beyond books and media

• Food is a basic human right

• Agriculture has been largely relegated to spheres outside of our usual 
experience, especially for city dwellers

• Libraries are ideal places to address these disconnects and bring 
people and food closer together
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Food literacy

• Food literacy is: Understanding the impact of your food choices on 
your health, the environment, and our economy.

• Libraries can be a link between people and food the way we are 
between people and information. 

• Gardening as a skill draws from most all of the 21st century literacies. 
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Food literacy: Library potential for impact

• 450 freezer bags of green produce were harvested from our garden 
since October 2017

• 450 freezer bags = 450 direct links between the library, food & 
community 

• Uncounted conversations with customers as they pass the garden

• School groups requesting to see the garden specifically

• Many interested community members and organizations have 
contacted us directly that wished to model our system in their homes 
and organizations
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Food security

• “Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, 
social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food 
which meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active 
and healthy life.”
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Food security: Library potential for impact

• Roughly 12% of Ontario is food insecure

• Certain populations are disproportionally represented in that 12%

• Libraries can showcase “public produce” – growing and sharing of 
food on public land for consumption by all. 

• Sharing is what libraries do best; it is a natural progression to include 
the growing and sharing of food into what we offer.
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Food sovereignty

• The right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food 
produced through ecologically and sustainable methods

• Highlights the need for a democratic food system, one that involves 
inputs from citizens as well as producers

• Works with nature, builds knowledge and skills 
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Food sovereignty: Library potential for impact

• By growing food in public we offer an example of taking control of the 
food supply at the local level. 

• The things that are most easily produced (greens, herbs) are the 
things often lacking in average diets, are extremely nourishing and 
expensive to buy organically. 

• With aquaponics, we can growth these foods year round, free from 
chemicals and inexpensively, and libraries can share their harvest.
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Public Produce
• Public produce is a term coined by city designer 

and author Darrin Nordahl

• His definition has 3 requirements:

• 1. The food must be grown in true public space
2. The food must be freely available to all 
members of the public
3. The garden is permitted, funded, and/or 
maintained by public officials, as part of a broad 
public policy to improve the diets of citizens.
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Public Produce

• The public library is an ideal place to incubate these concepts and put 
them into practice for the benefit of our community members, with 
the assistance of our community members. 
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Ways to include food production 
in your library service
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Decide what your library is capable of doing 

• What resources do your staff have to put into the project

• Traditional gardens may be easier to create and manage than a year 
round aquaponics or hydroponics system, and may be easier to find 
volunteers and expertise locally. 
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Decide what it is you want to highlight

• Is it the food literacy? Is it the tech? is it both? Depends on what you 
want to do! 
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Decide how you want your garden to grow

• Aquaponics

• Hydroponics

• Raised beds

• Traditional garden beds

• Plots in a local community garden

• Seedlings to give away

• Farmbot
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Research local resources and outside sources 
of potential partners
• Connect with them before installing a garden.

• Consider developing partnerships and work plans  with these groups 
or people before planning and installing the garden

• There is a huge staff input required for our system, but we are 
working to partner with a local high school’s horticultural 
department.
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Places to look for partnerships and 
volunteers:
• Horticultural societies

• Garden clubs

• Environmental groups

• Local botanical gardens

• High schools

• Retired farmers
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Be sure that staff who are involved in the 
project are rigorous and dedicated. 
• This project is going to be a part of you!

• Gardening is a long term/never-ending process. 

• When you bring your growing indoors you never take a break.

• But when you bring your growing indoors you never stop producing 
valuable food for your community 
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Programming opportunities

• Program possibilities range in a variety of methods, appealing to all 
different demographics in the community. (all ages, sexes, races, 
religions) 

• Programs include elements of horticulture, engineering, 
biology/ecology, and computer science

• Programs are scalable in size and may be modified with the use of 
technology
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Programs run at Burlington PL

• Sub irrigated planters, Mason jar aquaponics, and Space gardens were 
some of our first programs relating to gardening/aquaponics

• These programs attracted many different types of individuals, from 
young children & teens to seniors. Some had been gardeners their 
entire lives and some were just getting into it. The one thing they all 
had in common was that they were interested in learning about food 
literacy 

• In our ideal world, food education should begin at home, be 
expanded throughout school, and become a lifelong  interest for all
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Space Garden Program
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Mason Jar Aquaponics
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STEPS:
1. Decide what you want to do, how your library wants to engage in producing food
2. Ensure staff that are taking on the project are keen, motivated, enjoy physical and 

non-traditional library work and don’t mind getting their hands dirty and/or wet
3. Ensure staff are in the project for the long haul – if you are gardening year round as 

we are, there are no breaks. If you are gardening in a traditional garden bed or in 
pots outdoors, staff will have a season

4. Cultivate relationships with outside organizations that can help, and with your 
volunteers

5. Decide what you want to grow and research the needs of those plants

6. Decide what you want to do with what you grow 
7. Create a communications plan for the public, which includes ensuring your staff that 

aren’t directly involved are still in the loop as the purpose and direction of the 
project

8. Give your garden project some space on your website.  
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Thank you for joining us today!
Any questions?

thompsons@bpl.on.ca
cychnerp@bpl.on.ca

www.bpl.on.ca/services/aquaponic
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Thank you for joining us at our session today
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