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CJCF introduces aquaponics
program

Posted: Friday, October 2, 2015 4:15 am

By Amanda Plotts Staff Reporter

The Circleville Juvenile Correctional Facility (CJCF) is
thinking outside of the box when it comes to teaching
strategies with a new aquaponics program designed to
give youth the entrepreneurial skills needed to be
successful in their future endeavors.

What started out as a project to teach sustainability skills
to youth has turned into a popular program with a
waiting list of students who want to be involved in it.

Paul Rybicki, storekeeper supervisor and sustainability
coordinator, said that the Ohio Department of Youth
Services is striving to have a more sustainable
environment. When Rybicki became the sustainability
coordinator, his job was to find a program to start at
CJCF.

After attending meetings and learning about an
aquaponics program at Marion Correctional Institution,
Rybicki knew it would be good project for the youth to be
involved in.

Aquaponics is the practice of raising fish and plants in
one integrated system without the use of chemicals.
CJCF is the first juvenile correction facility in Ohio to
have this program.

“I choose teaching hydroponics to the kids because it is
a good green project and they can make money off it,”
Rybicki said. “They learn every aspect. When they walk
out of here they know how to build, operate and repair it.
I can't walk out into the yard without a kid wanting to get
in the program.”

Starting from scratch, the youth at CJCF constructed a
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30 feet by 49 feet greenhouse, set up tanks to house the
fish and filter water along with building an A-frame
closed circulating system to hold the plants. They also
did their own plumbing and grew all the plants from
seeds.

The youth are growing squash, zucchini, lettuce, basil,
green beans, tomatoes, peas, cilantro and will start to
grow strawberries within the next few weeks. They have
the capability to grow 288 plants.

They currently have 150 fish and are in the process of
learning to breed their own fish.

Southern Aquatic Fish helped start the program by
providing a supply of tilapia at no cost to CJCF. Once
the tilapias are mature, the CJCF will return some of the
fish to Southern Aquatic Fish to be sold. Some of the
fish and plants will be used to instruct youth in cooking
skills and some of the plants will be donated to the Mid-
Ohio Food Bank.

Rybicki said the program is not for profit and the money
will go right back into the program to make it bigger.

The process starts with two 300-gallon tanks that house
the fish. From there, the fish waste is collected into a bio
filter and the fertilization process starts as bacteria eats
the waste and turns it into fertilizer. After that, the
fertilized water goes to a holding tank, is aerated and
then pumped out to the plants.

“Everything grows in the water and rock, there is no dirt
whatsoever,” Rybicki said. “Plants have to work to get

nutrients out of dirt and in water, the nutrients dissolve and the plants only have to absorb the water into the roots.”

Jeremy, a youth at CJCF, has been involved with the program since it started four months ago. He said it has been
a learning process and he is glad he had the opportunity to do it.

“When we started, we almost gave up,” Jeremy said. “We didn't know what we were doing and didn't know if it
would work. We didn't give up, we kept trying. The whole goal was not to give up.”

Rybicki said it has been a learning experience for him and storekeeper Kevin Keaton as much as it has been for the
youth. Rybicki said the youth watch videos on YouTube from universities that have an aquaponics program. He said
the youth are constantly coming up with new ideas they want to try.

“We put our imaginations together to come up with ideas,” Jeremy said.

For Christian, a youth at CJCF, he is ready to put his new skills to use when he gets home. His family is working on
a construction project involving plumbing and Christian said he will be able to help.

He has enjoyed the hands-on learning and wants people to come in and see what they have been working on.
Christian wants to see the program grow.

“It takes hard work and dedication every day,” Christian said.

Currently, five youth participate in the program. Rybicki said hopefully, in a year or two, they can have another
building.

“We want to expand and hopefully bring more youth into the program,” he said. “I'm pretty happy with what I am
doing out here and with what these guys are learning.”

CJCF Superintendent Phillip Elms said that not only will the youth leave with a skill, but it has created staff
engagement within the facility. He said that math and science teachers can bring the youth over for lessons.

Elms said this is just one piece of how the culture is changing at CJCF and that the staff has jumped on board.

“99.9 percent of the staff are on board and that is what makes this happen,” he said.

Austin has been in the program for two weeks and already knows this is a field he would like to continue in once he
leaves CJCF.

“I learn something new everyday,” he said.

Homes Jobs Cars

Top -- Youth in the aquaponics program at Circleville Juvenile
Correctional Facility grow their plants in water and some of the
plants, including lettuce, green beans, zucchini and squash, will
be donated to the Mid-Ohio Food Bank. Middle -- Youth in the
program are responsible for feeding the fish, cleaning the tanks,
ensuring the quality of water and making repairs. Bottom -- Paul
Rybicki,  store supervisor and sustainability coordinator, along with
the youth in the aquaponics program, check the tanks daily to
make sure everything is working properly.
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Southern Aquatic Fish has contributed a great deal to get the program running and the City of Circleville donated
drums for the tanks.
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