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Anchorage is Alaska's most populous city and contains more than 40% of the state's total population.

In Alaska, one company uses an innovative approach to grow
fresh greens year round in hydroponics gardens housed within
reused refrigerated containers.
By CHRISTINE BROWN-PAUl

E

ating a local diet where consumers subsist on food
grown locally—often within 100 miles from the
source—is no longer a revolutionary concept. It’s
common to find restaurants across the globe,
offering goods from local farms, proving that it is not
difficult to eat abundantly but with a small carbon footprint.
However, in Alaska the unavailability of fresh produce
during the long winters as well as the presumed unavailability
of grains makes eating local seemingly impossible.
The round-the-clock daylight that interior Alaska
experiences in the summer can be advantageous or
challenging for farmers, researchers and horticulturists.
On the other hand, there are times in the winter when the
sun barely rises over the horizon, making greenhouse
growing particularly difficult.
However, one Alaskan company has found a novel way to
produce leafy greens year-round in northern communities
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by reusing refrigerated container vans that once
transported perishable items to remote areas of the
country. Located in Anchorage, the co-founders of Vertical
Harvest Hydroponics (VHH) repurpose refrigerated
containers to create moveable hydroponic gardens.
With an estimated 300,950 residents, Anchorage is
Alaska's most populous city and contains more than 40% of
the state's total population.
A veteran-owned business, VHH designs and builds
Containerised Growing Systems (CGS), which allow
produce to be grown on-site, virtually eliminating the
expensive and lengthy supply chain.
“CGS is a hydroponic growing system, housed inside a 40’
insulated shipping container and includes everything
needed to grow fresh produce, giving our customers the
flexibility of location,” said Linda Janes, one of the
company's three co-founders.

“Our system can be placed
anywhere with power and potable
water, providing you with easy access
to the harvest. The CGS is Arctic ready
and optimised for high yield, yearround production.
“Produce is grown on-site, virtually
eliminating the expensive and lengthy
supply chain. In spite of its tiny
footprint, a single CGS will supply your
business with anywhere from 23,000
to 46,000 heads of greens per year,”
she said.

Farm-in-a-box
The co-founders of VHH envisage that
the heavily insulated units, resembling
trailer homes without windows, will
help fill a commercial niche in a state
where nearly all lettuce, kale and
herbs are imported, sometimes
arriving at remote locations rotten and
weeks old.
"Right now, we cannot grow yearround in Alaska but this gives you the
ability to do that 365 days a year," said
Ms Janes.
According to Ms Janes, the selfcontained units, outfitted with heating
systems, shelves and electricity to
support LED growing lights can
produce 1,800 plants at a time in
mineral-rich water, without soil.
The units can be heated in a variety
of ways, including with propane,
natural gas, wood chips or solar power.
"This is turnkey," she said.
"You drag it to a location on treated
lumber, plug it in and start growing."
Light Emitting Diodes (LEDs) form
the backbone of the growing systems,
producing light in the spectrums
plants need most.
“LEDs deliver output without
producing much heat, allowing us to
build systems vertically and quadruple
the growing area,” said Ms Janes.
According to Ms Janes, there are
no technical skills required and
anyone can become a local producer
with a minimal effort. Customers can
chose to grow from a variety of leafy
greens and culinary herbs, such as
butter lettuce, romaine, red/green
leaf, kale, arugula, mint, basil, etc.
“Everything grown in a CGS is safe,
clean, pesticide free and non-GMO.
Why eat food that’s been shipped for

Linda Janes, one of Vertical Harvest Hydroponics three co-founders with the company’s first
harvest of butter lettuce.

Cameron Willingham (L) and Dan Perpich, the company’s other two founders with a first
harvest of lettuce outside a reused shipping container.

Butterleaf lettuce growing hydroponically in the Gen II CGS.

Practical Hydroponics & Greenhouses . June . 2016. 19

Dan Perpich harvesting in the Gen II ContainerisedGrowing System.

days, when you can have nutrient-rich produce, freshly
harvested right here in Alaska? Straight from ‘farm to
table’—this is our on-site advantage,” Ms Jane said.
To date, the company has sold two units in Anchorage,
with the newest models starting at $100,000.
The farm-in-a-box concept seems especially handy in
off-road villages where store items arrive by plane or
barge, boosting prices and making fresh food a rarity.
Rural residents in particular want less costly food and an
alternative to diets that include too much junk food and
sugary drinks. Diets such as these are blamed for high
rates of diabetes, cardiovascular disease and some forms
of cancer.
The drawback, however, is that the units could face
economic challenges in many rural communities with
steep electric costs and small populations, as well as
shipping expenses that add several thousand dollars to the
cost of imported container boxes.
Danny Consenstein, head of the US Department of
Agriculture's farm service agency in Alaska, said he has
toured one of the trailers in Anchorage.
“I believe this innovation can be part of a rising trend
toward locally produced foods in Alaska, a movement that
includes greenhouses and crop tunnels that help extend
traditional summer growing seasons,” Mr Consenstein said.
"I've seen $10 heads of lettuce in stores, so I think the
economics of this project will work," he said, adding that
the agency is willing to provide loans for qualified
applicants interested in acquiring a unit.
"The benefits to rural economies are you keep dollars
there, you're putting people to work and you'll see
healthier food choices in places that don't often have that
choice," he said.
Kevin Runyan, vice president of Container Specialties of
Alaska, has been working with Vertical Harvest
Hydroponics to modify the cargo units, including removing
refrigeration systems and adding heating equipment and
moisture-proof wiring.
“We buy old containers as shipping companies replace
them with new ones. The insulation doesn't need beefing
up. It's already equivalent to that in homes with a five-star
energy rating,” Mr Runyan said.
Some Alaskans have even modified the containers
for housing.
“Our company has recycled them into backcountry
cabins, sleeping quarters on North Slope oil fields, and
even a response centre near Valdez where sick seals were
treated following the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill,” Mr
Runyan said.
"It's a great idea and we're trying to help them out as
much as we can," Runyan said. "Everyone is trying to get
onto hydroponics to grow pot, but this will be way more
beneficial to everyone."

Planting seeds of growth
VHH lettuce for sale at Carrs stores around Anchorage.
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Vertical Harvest was launched more than a year ago when
Cameron Willingham, a former horticulture research
professional at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, met Dan

Lettuce seedlings growing in rockwool medium.

Hydroponic red leaf lettuce.

Perpich, a former Army training officer based at Fort
Wainwright. The pair began talking about the lack of fresh
food in the Arctic.
“I had once seen brown lettuce selling for $18 a head
during military training in Canada," Mr Perpich said.
Cameron Willingham had once worked at the Alaska
Commercial Co. warehouse in Anchorage and had
witnessed large quantities of processed food bound
for villages.
With advancements in LED helping spur so-called indoor
vertical farms around the country, the two saw promise in
the Arctic and co-founded the company with Janes.
"We saw a huge opportunity with controlled-environment
agriculture, especially applied to rural Alaska," Mr
Willingham said.
“The company's funding has come solely from the cofounders, not from grants or loans,” Ms Janes added.
One buyer of the innovative growing system is Clinton
White, vice president at Craig Taylor Equipment Co. in
Anchorage, which sells John Deere equipment in Alaska.
“I had always wanted to farm. Last fall, I founded my own
company, Greatland Greens, and hope to sell lettuce, kale,
herbs and other items to stores and restaurants,”
Mr White said.
“In the near future, I plan to grow my first batches in the
hope of perfecting the quality before approaching potential
buyers with a product.
"In Alaska, we import about 95% of our food, so I think
there's space for other people in the business," he said.
“Getting a feel for potential demand is difficult, since
local, fresh produce has never been available year-round
in outer regions. But I believe residents will be happy to
replace artificially preserved ‘lettuce dipped in
chemicals’ to support a local grower offering tastier,
healthier choices.
"If we can do anything for ourselves, without flying in jets
and barges, then we should do it," he said.
Jason Smith from Alaska Natural Organics is an
enthusiastic supporter of the innovative growing system,
which he sees as just the beginning of what will, he hopes,
is a trend for fresher, year-round greens across Anchorage
and the rest of Alaska.
“Originally, we had hoped selling our greens in May,
however, production delays have kept us from meeting that

target,” said Mr Smith who added that much of the difficulty
stemmed from his operation being certified organic.
“Organic hydroponic gardens are tricky in trying to
perfect the microbial production that provides nutrients to
the plants. Doing that without introducing chemicals has
been difficult,” he said.
"There have been a lot of surprises thrown at us each
day. However, we are now moving ahead with full
operation and expect the number of plants to be around
20,000 in terms of monthly yield once the facility is
running at full capacity.”
For further information, go to:
Website: http://verticalharvesthydroponics.com
Email: Info@vhhydroponics.com !
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