
CHICAGO — They call this
place the Back of the Yards, a
neighborhood in the middle of
the city once filled with acres
and acres of stockyards.

In their heyday, those
stockyards gave Chicago a rep-
utation as the world’s meat-
packing capital — but also as
an environmental and health
horror brought to life in the
stark images of Upton Sin-
clair’s novel “The Jungle.”

A few remnants of that in-
dustry remain here today. But
the stockyards are long gone,
replaced by an industrial park
and a mindset that, from now
on, Chicago will try to move
past those images.

Now, you will find a jungle
of a very different kind here.

It’s on the third floor of an
old meat-packing plant, a
humid hothouse, of sorts,
filled with rows of greens and
sprouts, even exotic white
strawberries. Nearby, in large
blue barrels, lurk tilapia, fish
native to tropical regions.

It’s all part of the fledgling
world of urban “aquaponics,”
vertical farms set up in old
warehouses, where plants and
fish are raised symbiotically.
The idea is that water contain-
ing fish excrement is used to
feed and fertilize the plants,
which then filter that water be-
fore it goes, through a series of
pipes, back to the fish.

“I never really saw myself
going into farming — but this
was an opportunity to try
something different,” says
Mario Spatafora, a 24-year-
old, spectacle-wearing ac-
countant by training who is
vice president of finances at
this new Back of the Yards
company, known as 312
Aquaponics. The company
hopes it will soon be selling
fish and vegetable greens to
restaurants and at farmer’s
markets in the Chicago area.

It started when one of
Spatafora’s childhood friends,
now one of four young part-
ners in the business, set up a
successful aquaponics system
in his apartment when they
were in college — and a busi-

ness idea sprouted.
“I knew that even in the

worst case scenario, if we
couldn’t make this work,”
Spatafora says, “a tax job and
being an accountant would al-
ways be there.”

But this was their chance to
be young pioneers.

Those in the field say inter-
est in aquaponics has been
growing in the last three years
— though mostly on a smaller
scale with people who have
backyard greenhouses or who
live in warmer climates such
as Hawaii.

Sylvia Bernstein, vice chair-
man of the newly formed
Aquaponics Association, has
seen the spike in interest. She
started an online community
forum for aquaponics garden-
ers two years ago. Last Febru-
ary, the site had 800 members.
This year, there are about
4,500.

So far, though, only a few
are attempting indoor
aquaponics on a commercial
scale. Besides the Chicago site,
there’s one aquaponics busi-
ness in an old crane factory in
Milwaukee, for instance, and
another in a warehouse in
Racine, Wis.

“These guys are really on
the cutting edge,” says Bern-
stein, who is also an author
and aquaponics equipment
supplier in Boulder, Colo.

Chicago Mayor Rahm
Emanuel, a fan of vertical
farming, has noticed and
taken an interest in aquapon-
ics.

“The mayor correctly be-
lieves that it can have a
tremendous impact on these
neighborhoods, both in terms
of jobs and healthy food,” says
his spokesman Tom Alexan-
der.

Emanuel recently visited
312 Aquaponics, which shares
its old meat-packing plant
building with such tenants as
the Living Well Brewery,
where fermented tea called
kombucha is made, and the
New Chicago Beer Co., a mi-
crobrewery that will open later
this year.

The sunny space that 312
Aquaponics occupies has high
ceilings and brick floors and

warm, moist air. In it, visitors
find rows of flats under grow
lights. Many of those flats are
filled with lettuce and “micro-
greens,” tiny plants, such as
basil or beets, that are grown
closely together in hydroponic
containers and used much like
sprouts in salads and sand-
wiches.

Once the plants are ready
for market, the flats will be
covered and distributed to
restaurants live so they stay as
fresh as possible, says 23-year-
old Andrew Fernitz, a biology
major in college who is an-
other of the 312 partners.

Fernitz dunks a net into one
of the barrels, pulling out two
skittish tilapia. “They are a
hearty fish,” he says, chosen, in
part, because they can better
withstand fluctuations in
water temperature.

There are, of course, chal-
lenges to getting an old build-
ing like this up to code. There
are cracks in the floor or ceiling
that are being repaired and oc-
casional drips in the pipes that
supply water to the system.
The entire process has to be li-
censed by the city health in-
spectors and other
departments.

“Technically, we’re a farm,”
Spatafora says. “But nothing in
the Chicago business code
regulates farming. The closest
thing they’ve got is a restau-
rant, and clearly, we’re not a
restaurant.”

Retooling an industry —
and creating business for a
new era — isn’t easy, everyone
acknowledges. But the mayor
is committed to helping entre-
preneurs sort out licensing is-
sues, his spokesman says.

Still, some still question if
it’s worth all the trouble.

“I don’t want to be overly

negative. It’s very interesting
technology. It’s all the rage and
all the buzz,” says Dan Vogler,
a trout farmer in northern
Michigan, who is also presi-
dent of the Michigan Aquacul-
ture Association.

“But whether or not it can
be done economically, I don’t
know.”

One urban aquaponics
business called Natural Green
Farms, in a former plow fac-
tory in Racine, Wis., did tem-
porarily close this year after a
failed expansion — though its
owners are vowing to grow the
business back up.

With the potential for a
seafood shortage in the next
five to 10 years — and most of
the supply coming from over-
seas — Vogler says govern-
ment officials should be
focusing more on farms dedi-
cated to raising fish only, often
in bigger quantities.

“Take a look at species that
we are already good at grow-
ing, using technologies we al-
ready know how to do,” Vogler
suggests. He says those
species include trout and
salmon, shrimp, catfish and
crayfish.

But those types of fish farms
also can have a different set of
challenging issues, including
the fact that the water used in
them, once dirty, is often
flushed away, says Todd
Leech, vice president at Sweet
Water Organics, the urban
aquaponics business in Mil-
waukee.

In 2010, the company,
housed in the old crane fac-
tory, began selling perch and
other fish, as well as greens,
such as lettuce, spinach and
chard, to restaurants and gro-
cery stores, and at farmers’
markets.
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Recently, I have been
feeling bad about my im-
pact on the environment
through my take out con-
sumption. I try to buy gro-
ceries and eat from home
because it creates less
waste, costs less and is
better for me. But there
are times when I don’t
have time to go home or
for some reason I need
something convenient
and quick.

One thing I do fre-
quently is fill up a cup of
something to drink at a
local gas station while I’m
on my way somewhere.
It’s very convenient and

going home for a drink
isn’t usually an option,
but I was still using a new
styrofoam cup every time
I got a drink, which felt
wasteful.

I didn’t like the fact that
because I needed some-
thing convenient, I was
going to use a styrofoam
cup — which will be
around for the rest of my
lifetime and beyond —

one time and then throw
it away.

For me, it isn’t that I
don’t want to bring my
own drink, it’s that I don’t
want to slosh my drink
out of my open cup all
over my car while I’m
driving. I’ve found a pair
of solutions for my prob-
lem.

Solution number one to
my problem was a gift to
me from my friends re-
cently for my birthday.
They got me a pair of
reusable plastic cups
complete with screw-on
lids and reusable straws.
They look basically like

to-go cups you would get
from a fast food restau-
rant, just without the
“eco-guilt.”

I can fill these cups be-
fore I leave home without
worrying about spills or
contributing to the land-
fill. Plus, if I need a to-go
drink but I’ve already got
a full tank of gas, I don’t

have to make an extra
stop at the gas station and
slow my trip down.

Solution number two is
my gigantic, 64-ounce
travel mug I bought re-
cently from the gas station
where I get my drinks.

Once you buy the mug,
you pay a cheaper price
each time for a refill and
you don’t use up a styro-
foam or plastic cup. You
do wind up with a whole
lot of drink, but I haven’t
decided yet if this is a
downside. This option
comes into play when I’m
already out and about and
can’t go home to fill up

my new reusable cups.
One thing I like about

my travel mug is that it
definitely gets noticed.
Whenever someone com-
ments on how large my
mug is, I can tell them I
am helping to save the en-
vironment by reducing my
use of plastic and styro-
foam cups.

It really is the little
changes you make that
can add up to a big differ-
ence and I think these two
small changes I’ve made
are really going to have a
positive impact on the en-
vironment that I can feel
good about.

Environmentally friendly beverages on the go

Amanda Wheeler
Eco-columnist

Amanda’s Animal
Fact of the Week

There are actually two
species of orangutan:
Bornean and Sumatran.
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Andrew Fernitz, a partner in 312 Aquaponics, surveys plants that grow under lights in an old meat-packing plant in Chicago Feb. 29. Water con-
taining waste from the fish that are in nearby tanks is used to fertilize greens, which filter out the nutrients before the water is returned to the fish.

By MARTHA IRVINE

AP National Writer

In an old Chicago meat
plant, greens and fish grow

WASHINGTON — It’s
been so warm in the
United States this year, es-
pecially in March, that na-
tional records weren’t just
broken, they were deep-
fried.

Temperatures in the
lower 48 states were 8.6 de-
grees above normal for
March and 6 degrees
higher than average for the
first three months of the
year, according to calcula-
tions by the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration. That far
exceeds the old records.

The magnitude of how
unusual the year has been
in the U.S. has alarmed
some meteorologists who
have warned about global
warming. One climate sci-
entist said it’s the weather
equivalent of a baseball
player on steroids, with old
records obliterated.

“Everybody has this un-
easy feeling. This is weird.
This is not good,” said Jerry
Meehl, a climate scientist
who specializes in extreme
weather at the National
Center for Atmospheric
Research in Boulder, Colo.
“It’s a guilty pleasure.
You’re out enjoying this
nice March weather, but
you know it’s not a good
thing.”

It’s not just March.
“It’s been ongoing for

several months,” said Jake
Crouch, a climate scientist
at NOAA’s National Cli-
matic Data Center in
Ashville, N.C.

Meteorologists say an
unusual confluence of sev-
eral weather patterns, in-
cluding La Nina, was the
direct cause of the warm
start to 2012. While indi-
vidual events can’t be
blamed on global warm-
ing, Couch said this is like
the extremes that are sup-
posed to get more frequent
because of manmade cli-
mate change from the
burning of fossil fuels such
as coal and oil.

It’s important to note
that this unusual winter
heat is mostly a North
America phenomenon.
Much of the rest of the
Northern Hemisphere has
been cold, said NOAA me-
teorologist Martin Hoer-

ling.
The first quarter of 2012

broke the January-March
record by 1.4 degrees. Usu-
ally records are broken by
just one- or two-tenths of a
degree. U.S. temperature
records date to 1895.

The atypical heat goes
back even further. The U.S.
winter of 2010-2011 was
slightly cooler than normal
and one of the snowiest in
recent years, but after that
things started heating up.
The summer of 2011 was
the second warmest sum-
mer on record.

The winter that just
ended, which in some
places was called the year
without winter, was the
fourth warmest on record.
Since last April, it’s been
the hottest 12-month
stretch on record, Crouch
said.

But the month where
the warmth turned espe-
cially weird was March.

Normally, March aver-
ages 42.5 degrees across
the country. This year, the
average was 51.1, which is
closer to the average for
April. Only one other time
— in January 2006 — was
the country as a whole that
much hotter than normal
for an entire month.

The “icebox of America,”
International Falls, Minn.,
saw temperatures in the
70s for five days in March,
and there were only three
days of below zero temper-
atures all month.

In March, at least 7,775
weather stations across the
nation broke daily high
temperature records and
another 7,517 broke
records for night-time
heat. Combined, that’s
more high temperature
records broken in one
month than ever before,
Crouch said.

“When you look at
what’s happened in March
this year, it’s beyond unbe-
lievable,” said University of
Victoria climate scientist
Andrew Weaver.

NOAA climate scientist
Gabriel Vecchi compared
the increase in weather ex-
tremes to baseball players
on steroids: You can’t say
an individual homer is be-
cause of steroids, but they
are hit more often and the
long-held records for
home runs fall.

By SETH BORENSTEIN

AP Science Writer

2012 already a
record-breaking

hot year


