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Executive Summary: 

Consultancy: Blue Marine Foundation (BLUE) Consultant, Leigh Morris visited Ascension July/August 
2018 and maŘŜ ǘǿƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ǘƻ !LDΩǎ ƘȅŘǊƻǇƻƴƛŎǎ ŦŀǊƳ ό!ǎŎŜƴǎƛƻƴ IȅŘǊƻǇƻƴƛŎ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ - AHS). His brief 
was to carry out a rapid appraisal of the horticulture production and evaluate if there was any 
requirement and potential for the Blue Marine Foundation to support the farm going forward. This 
ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘΩǎ on-island observations, discussions with the AHS Manager and 
others on Ascension, and subsequent communication with key individuals, plus desk-based research.  

History: The first hydroponic farm was set-up on Ascension by the USA military in 1945 to produce 
fresh vegetables for the c.2000 servicemen on the island. Other subsequent initiatives to produce 
crops on Ascension include the Cable & Wireless farm on Green Mountain, the Ascension Island 
Gardeners Club and various small-scale ΨōŀŎƪ ƎŀǊŘŜƴΩ hydroponic nurseries. 

Ascension Island Government (AIG) set up AHS to enable the supply of fresh produce after the Royal 
aŀƛƭ {ƘƛǇ όwa{ύ {ǘ IŜƭŜƴŀ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǘŀŎƪƭŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŘƛŜǘ-related health 
problems. AIG commissioned a consultant to look at options and the decision was taken to construct 
ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƘȅŘǊƻǇƻƴƛŎ farm, which opened in June 2016. The farm then apparently saw a period 
ƻŦ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΤ Ψwe managed to obtain full production of leaf and vine crops and sold to the local 
supermarket, The Chandlery and the NAAFI as well as the small convenience store at Two Boats 
ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΩ; before issues arose in 2017 around cropping, pest and diseases (P&D) and marketing. 

Current Situation: In August 2018 the visible overall crop quality at AHS was not high, and the majority 
of the older crops could be regarded as poor. There was high prevalence of both P&D and there was 
very little produce available for harvest on the vine crops. There was evident dissatisfaction amongst 
the island population at the lack of fresh produce coming out of AHS. 

AHS operates closed-system hydroponics, which allows a grower to precisely manipulate the different 
crop growth and development stages, to maximise yield and quality for specific market windows. Such 
a closed system is also better for the environment as there is no run-off of waste water or nutrients. 
The greatest benefits from such a system, however, requires the economies of scale of monocropping 
and an effective way of monitoring, adjusting, filtering and sterilizing the nutrient solution, before it 
is recirculated around the crops. There was no such filtering/sterilization equipment in place in August 
2019 and according to the Administrator at the time AHS was set-up ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ 
ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǿŀǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƛǘ ŎƘŜŀǇΩΦ 

Since AHS opened in 2016 there have been four different individuals managing the farm. The current 
AHS manager is aware of the challenges he has inherited, and one strategy being implemented by him 
is to replace the closed-system with an open-system, within which the solution is not recirculated. 
Communication from the AHS Manager (Jan 2019) indicates that this strategy is slowly progressing. 

Conclusions: A successful horticulture farm is required and wanted, and this is achievable. The current 
situation, however, is poor, with P&D infected crops, low yield and little produce getting to market, 
resulting in a more poorly nourished, disgruntled local population. AHS had gone through its initial 
honeymoon period, but the problems eventually arrived, and then there was no effective Integrated 
Pest Management (IPM) and/or water treatment in place ready to deal with them. This, coupled with 
the lack of consistent management and external support, has had devastating results. 

The existing AHS Manager is well/appropriately qualified and he is trying sensible approaches to 
develop the farm. The Manager does not, however, have significant hydroponic growing experience, 
he is working very much alone and has significant inherited problems to tackle.  AHS needs a period 
of sustainability with its manager, who needs to be supported, developed and directed as necessary. 
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AHS requires the design and implementation of a robust and detailed cropping plan (including a 
comprehensive IPM plan). The decision must be taken whether to switch completely over to open-
circuit hydroponics, or establish an effective way of treating the nutrient solution and maintain closed-
circuit system. The AHS Manager will likely need additional expertise to assist him with this planning.  

AHS should aim to be more market driven, growing more precisely what their market wants, which 
could be achieved through closer negotiation with their potential customers. A sensible approach 
would be to reduce the range of crops produced and instead focus on a smaller number of crops that 
are highly demanded by the market. This would allow fine tuning of the production systems, with 
individual crops being catered more specifically for, likely resulting in higher yield and quality. 

The consultant has recently carried out a review of St Helena agriculture. He believes there are mutual 
benefits to be gained from knowledge exchange, technology transfer and collaboration on 
procurement, marketing and accessing external expertise, between production horticulture on both 
islands. For example, there are hydroponic farms operating on St Helena, which are producing higher 
quality and far greater yields than AHS and this experience could be accessed. The potential also exists 
to appoint 3rd party consultancy to support horticulture production on both islands. This could perhaps 
be extended across the South Atlantic to include Tristan de Cunha and the Falklands, which are also 
receiving horticultural development from the UK. 

Continued Contact: The consultant has maintained email contact with MC since his visit to Ascension 
in July/August 2018 and sent MC a copy of the report on St Helena Agriculture (Morris 2018). The AHS 
Manager provided the Consultant with an update in January 2019, prior to publication of this report. 

 

 

Summary of Recommendations: 

1. Revise production methods in operation. 

2. Become more market driven. 

3. Design and implement a robust, detailed and streamlined cropping schedule. 

4. Establish knowledge and technology exchange with St Helena. 

5. Upskill existing AHS Staff. 

6. Set-up long-term external consultancy support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.sainthelena.gov.sh/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Agriculture-Training-Needs-Analysis-Report-Oct-2018.pdf
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1. Introduction: 

Blue Marine Foundation (BLUE) /ƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘΣ [ŜƛƎƘ aƻǊǊƛǎ όΨThe CƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘΩύ spent three weeks on 
Ascension 23 July ς мн !ǳƎǳǎǘ нлмуΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǊƻƭŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ 
delivery for the new Ascension Island Government (AIG) waste management plan, however, while on 
island the consultant also ƳŀŘŜ ǘǿƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ǘƻ !LDΩǎ ƘȅŘǊƻǇƻƴƛŎǎ farm (Ascension Hydroponic Services) 
on the 9th and 10th August 2018 and met with the Hydroponics Manager (Matt Castle).  

BLUE have supported wide ranging environmental initiatives on Ascension and (with his horticultural/ 
crop production background), the consultant was encouraged to engage with the hydroponic farm. 
The brief was to carry out a rapid appraisal of the horticulture production and evaluate if there was 
any requirement and potential for the Blue Marine Foundation to support the farm going forward.  

This report is based on ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ascension hydroponics farm (and the crop 
production on Green Mountain), communications with the current Hydroponics Manager, discussions 
with others on Ascension Island while on-island, subsequent email exchanges and telephone 
conversations with key individuals, plus desk-based research.  

 

2. Crop Production Before the Current Hydroponic Farm: 

2.1 USA Milita ry Hydroponic Farm: The first hydroponic farm was set-up on Ascension by the USA 
military in 1945 towards the end of World War II to produce fresh vegetables for the c.2000 
servicemen on the island (Figure 1 ς over page). The growing of vegetables using hydroponics was at 
that point in its infancy; indeed the station on Ascension was believed to be only the third large-scale 
production plant built (Avis 2002a).  

The farm grew a range of crops (initially cucumbers, tomatoes, radishes, green peppers and lettuce) 
in beds filled with the black clinker (rock) found locally. According to Avis (2002a), in a modern attempt 
at hydroponics in 1985, the black clinker was found to be a superior medium than today's commercial 
product, Perlite. This apparently highly successful farm was featured in The National Geographic 
Magazine (Moore, 1945). This USA farm closed in mid-1946 c.1 year after the end of WWII. Between 
1946 and the existing hydroponic farm opening in 2016 there were other initiatives to produce local 
crops on Ascension. 

2.2 Green Mountain Farm: A successful farm existed for over 20 years (c.1950s-1960s) based at the 
Red Lion on Green Mountain, with some production taking place in other locations around the island. 
This farm produced food for the Cable & Wireless (C&W) company employees and dependants, 
employing c.20 staff and managed by Cϧ²Ωǎ tŜǘŜǊ /ǊƛǘŎƘƭŜȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎǊƻǇǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴ ŦƛŜƭŘ ōŜŘǎ, 
using guano from Boatswain Bird Island as fertilizer, and the farm also kept a range of livestock (Avis 
2002b). It is no longer in operation, but some limited small-scale allotment style growing was being 
carried out on the old farm site in August 2018 when the consultant viewed the site (Figure 3 p.6). 

2.3 Ascension Island Gardeners Club: This was established by residents (dates unknown) who 
constructed a shade house for local people to grow their own crops in. This structure is still in place 
(Figure 2 ς over page) adjacent to the existing hydroponic farm but is now derelict. NB: according to 
Mike Haworth, former AIG Waste Manager (personal communication); ΨMatt Castle started using this 
area when he arrived on island to grow crops, but this was stopped by AIG due to the amount of water 
being used. IŜ ŘƛŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘ ƳŜƭƻƴ ŎǊƻǇ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΦΩ 

2.4 Other Hydroponics: There was at least one example of small-scale hydroponic crop growing on 
Ascension in-between 1946-2016, in the form of a lettuce production unit set-up by Mr Martin Joshua 
who was previously the Fire Safety Officer on Ascension. Martin subsequently returned to his home 
on St Helena, where he used the knowledge gained on Ascension to establish one of the two largest 
hydroponic farms on St Helena, which now supply the bulk of ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ tomatoes, lettuces and 
cucumbers. Avis (2002a), makes reference to hydroponics being tried in 1985, but no further 
information was unearthed on that during this research. 

http://heritage.org.ac/HS1frameset.htm
http://heritage.org.ac/HS1frameset.htm
http://heritage.org.ac/HS1frameset.htm
http://heritage.org.ac/HS1frameset.htm
http://heritage.org.ac/HS1frameset.htm
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Figure 1: USA military personnel with fresh produce outside Hydroponics Station No.1 Laboratory on 
Ascension Island (Source: Ascension Hydroponic Farm Facebook Page). 

 

Figure 2: The remains of the shade greenhouse (photographed August 2018) previously used by the 
Ascension Island Gardeners Club. The shade netting has rotted away, but the structure looks sound. 

https://www.facebook.com/Ascension-Hydroponic-Services-839985156141286
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Figure 3: The growing area at Red Lion, Green Mountain, with a crop of onions in the background (August 2018). 

 

3. Ascension Hydroponic Services (AHS): 

3.1 Setting up the new hydroponic farm: 

Marc Holland (MH) was the Administrator of Ascension Island for three years (2014-17) and he can be 
credited with setting up the existing hydroponic farm on the island. Horticulture produce (both frozen 
and refrigerated) is historically supplied to the island by the sea and in 2015 AIG were considering its 
future food supply after the Royal mail Ship (RMS) St Helena was discontinued. In addition, MH was 
ƪŜŜƴ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǘŀŎƪƭŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŘƛŜǘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ όŜΦƎΦ ǘȅǇŜ 2 diabetes and 
obesity), by providing a sustainable source of fresh fruit and vegetables for the civilians on the island. 
NB: both the UK and US military flew in their own fresh produce but this was not available to non-
military employees. 

In 2015 MH commissioned a consultant, Stephen Herron (SH) to conduct a review of current and 
future food supply options for the island. SH was at that time residing on St Helena, the partner of 
Nicola Moore, Attorney General of St Helena, Ascension and Tristan de Cunha. SH had previous 
experience of food chain management, the retail sector and of agriculture and hydroponics in harsh 
climates, including previously managing a hydroponics farm in the Cayman Islands (Naturally Cayman 
Ltd.) He offered to look at the situation on Ascension Island as he was travelling back to the UK.   

SH visited Ascension (12-17th July 2015), toured the island and met with key stakeholders. His 8-page 
report on his visit (Herron, 2015) contains a key paragraph in his conclusions that recommends setting-
up a hydroponic farm on the island: ΨThere is a lack of fresh produce at present, this will only get worse 
if there are longer periods between ships in the future, that is assuming a regular ship service is even 
agreed post-RMS.  It is therefore logical to capitalise on the ideal climate on Ascension to grow, using 
hydroponic techniques, those products that cannot be shipped in easily (tomatoes, salads, peppers, 
melons, broccoli, etc.). All inert fresh produce (potatoes, onions, carrots, ginger, squash etc.) can be 
shipped and stored relatively easily, meaning that Ascension would not need to burden itself with the 
labour intensive and costly production of root vegetablesΩ. 
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SHΩǎ report was discussed at the Ascension Island Council meeting on 24th August 2015 (Annex B). The 
Council felt there was a clear need for on-island production of fresh fruit and vegetables and they 
discussed public and private options for using hydroponics. These Council minutes recorded that Ψthe 
DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ {IΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀǎ {ǘ IŜƭŜna was also looking to expand its food 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ 

An outline business plan was presented to Council (this document was not available from AIG due to 
confidentiality) and it was agreed that AIG would pursue a public model.  AIG proposed hiring 
consultant support for the first few weeks of operation, through to the first crop and AIG committed 
to have this model up and running by the time the RMS ceased.  The tender process (to run the farm) 
would extend to the parties who were involved in the analysis. 

AIG subsequently appointed SH as the consultant to set-up a hydroponics farm and he arrived on-
island to do this in March 2016. The farm, Ascension Hydroponic Services (AHS), was sited just below 
the Two Boats settlement, in a location previously used by the Ascension Island Gardeners Club. AHS 
officially opened on Monday 27 June 2016 (Figure 4 below) to provide a supply of fresh, local 
horticulture produce, specifically those crops that have a shorter shelf life, would be expensive to air 
freight. These include the salad crops; cucumbers, tomatoes, peppers, lettuce and other salad leaves. 

The AIG communications on the opening (AIG, 2016) stating; ΨǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ƻŦ ŦǊŜǎƘ ǎŀƭŀŘ ŀƴŘ 
vegetable produce Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƘƛƎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΧ Up to now, islanders have relied on 
ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴǘƘƭȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψwa{ {ǘ IŜƭŜƴŀΩ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ƻŦ ŦǊǳƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǾŜƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
future decommissioning of the RMS, there was a real concern about the availability of fresh fruit and 
ǾŜƎŜǘŀōƭŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΧΦ IȅŘǊƻǇƻƴƛŎǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ōŜƴƛƎƴ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜΧ 
[ƻŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŦǊŜǎƘŜǊ ǾŜƎΣ ƭƻǿŜǊ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ǎǳǇǇƭȅΩΦ  

SH subsequently handed over the running of AHS to the Site Manager, Regan Tourand (RT), who 
arrived from Vancouver, Canada, where he had been grower for Mooie Exotic Plants Ltd. and had also 
previous experience growing in Southeast Asia.  
 

 

Figure 4: Ascension Hydroponic Services (AHS) Opening June 2016. L-R: Marc Holland (AIG Administrator), 
Stephen Herron (Hydroponics Consultant), Regan Tourond (Farm Manager), Adrian Henry (operative in AIG 
Facilities team) and Matt Pritchard-Evans (AIG Project Manager for the building of the farm). Source: AIG 2016. 

http://www.ascension-island.gov.ac/ascension-hydroponics-site-opens/
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