
While at a farmers’ market I saw that some lettuce was advertised as being “Hydroponically 
grown.” Can you explain what this means? What makes it different than regularly grown 
lettuce? 
 
Essentially, hydroponics is the process of cultivating, or growing, plants in water, without the 
use of soil. In fact, the term comes from the Greek words hydro – meaning water, and ponos – 
meaning labor. Because there is no soil used for growing, the water has many nutrients added 
which allow the plant to flourish as it would in its natural environment.  
 
According to author J. Benton Jones Jr., this process of growing plants has been practiced for 
hundreds of years. During World War II, for example, the U.S. Army created hydroponic gardens 
on Western Pacific islands to provide fruits and vegetables to troops serving the area. Going 
back even further, however, there is reason to believe that ancient civilizations, such as the 
Aztecs of Mexico and the Babylonians, used hydroponics to supply their people with food. 
 
What are some advantages of using hydroponic gardens? Well, there are many, but let’s just 
point out a few. Firstly, more crops can be grown within a given space. That means you get 
more bang for your buck. Secondly, plants can grow where there may not be healthy soil, or 
any soil at all for that matter! And lastly—which may apply to some people—a beginning 
gardener can use hydroponics to establish indoor and patio gardens, and without all the dirt! 
This may be a particular advantage to those living in crowded cities where outdoor space is 
limited. 
 
Now, let’s talk about some possible disadvantages of using hydroponics. Unfortunately, there 
can be a high start-up cost for establishing this type of garden, depending on the size. 
Obviously, as with any horticulture system, the more acres/space attributed to the project, the 
higher the price will be. In addition, you may need to hire trained professionals to help you 
and/or take the time to research how plants grow in a soil-less environment. Another possible 
disadvantage is that plant diseases spread rapidly to different plant beds if they share the same 
water/nutrient source (Jones Jr. 2005). 
 
Are there other uses for hydroponics besides growing fruits and vegetables? Of course there 
are! Aquaponics is one example. Aquaponics combines aquaculture, which is the raising of fish 
and other aquatic animals, such as crayfish, shrimp, and snails, with hydroponics into one 
environment. Why? This process creates a mutual environment for both the plants and animals, 
meaning they benefit from each other in one way or another.  
 
Let’s say we have a farm raising brown trout. If the farm were to use an aquaponic system, 
waste from the fish would be broken down into nutrients and used by the plants as food. This 
in turn keeps the water fresh and clean, without the buildup of toxins from fish waste. This 
system allows farmers to grow vegetables and fish at the same time! Like the advantage with 
hydroponic systems, aquaponics can be used where there may be a lack of suitable soil and/or 
contaminated water. Aquaponics can also save farmers money because it requires less water 
than traditional irrigation and fish culturing.  
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