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This is a simple spreadsheet that will help you determine if your proposed aquaponic venture (and the technology behind it) can actually make a profit, or is likely to cost you your shirt. It will give you good numbers if you follow directions. These are the directions.

Why directions? Because even if you’re a spreadsheet genius (or have one helping you), you must use accurate input numbers based on real aquaponic experience, plus actual expense costs and vegetable prices in your location, or else the output will be fantasy. We’d rather watch the Lego Movie again with the kids to fulfill our fantasy needs! (It was a lot of fun, even the third time!)

The numbers that are in the spreadsheet when you receive it are just the numbers we “left there” when we wrote it. They have nothing whatsoever to do with the same numbers from your location! 

To get an accurate prediction for what will happen with your farm, you need accurate local numbers. You will need locally accurate information on costs, and also locally accurate information on what and how much you can grow. Then, you will input these numbers in the blue boxes in the spreadsheet. How do you get these numbers? Some you can get just by picking up the phone and calling the local feed store (how much does your fish food cost?), or the local electric utility (how much does your electricity cost?).

Some of these numbers come from your proposed aquaponic system(s); that’s easy enough: just measure what you propose building; then you will have numbers for square feet of greenhouse area and raft area in square feet to input. “Plants per square foot” is the average number of plants per square foot on your rafts; if you are using our technology, 6.45 is a safe number to use there.

Some numbers you must provide from test grows in your area done in an aquaponic system that you actually have right now. This gives you important information on how fast things grow, how much they weigh when they’re mature and ready to sell, and how well your market likes them (and how much the market is willing to pay for them). This is all information that needs to be as accurate as possible; if you guess at any of this, instead of doing test grows (we’ll explain that in a minute), your spreadsheet will deliver a guess instead of a reasonably reliable prediction.

What’s a “test grow”? It’s when you run at least three or four crop cycles (preferably six to eight months worth) through your mature Micro System 64 or 128, weighing each crop with a scale that’s very accurate, then averaging out the weight of the individual species of plants (plant weight); also recording how long they needed to spend in the rafts until harvested (cycle time).

Numbers To Fill In On Your Spreadsheet:
“Weeks of Production” is how many weeks out of a year you can grow; if you’re growing year-round, put 52. 

“$ per Unit” When you go to produce buyers in your area to research prices, get the “per head” and “per pound” prices; the spreadsheet has places for both. It will compare how much money each way of selling makes so you can see if selling by the head or by the pound is a better deal for you.

“Pack percentage” is a number that adjusts for wastage at harvest time. If you harvest X weight of plants, but have to throw away 5% of that weight because they are low-quality, have torn leaves, etc, your “pack percentage” is 95%. This amount of wastage is low; you will often have a much higher wastage and a lower pack percentage. Don’t just weigh everything you produce, just weigh the good stuff that you can actually sell, then put the correct figure in!

“Plants per square foot of raft”; get this number by counting all the plants in your system and dividing by the square footage of raft or grow bed.

“Plant Weight” is the average weight per plant of your target species; take twenty average plants, weigh them, then divide this weight by twenty, and this is your plant weight. Do not use the weight of the biggest plant you grew; this will give you inaccurate results!

“Cycle Time” is how long in weeks the plants spend in your grow beds after they leave your germination and sprouting area.  
The more accurately you record data during your test grows, and research and document expenses and prices, the more accurate your final results will be. The purpose of a spreadsheet is to allow you to nail down as many numbers as possible, then perform a complex calculation that you couldn’t possibly do in your head (or even with a calculator) to get a final “go or no-go” number. 

You will be committing tens or even hundreds of thousands of dollars, and weeks or months of your time on this number, so spend a little time now to make sure it is accurate. Otherwise you just may join the growing body of experienced business people who tried commercial aquaponics without even knowing about the importance of test grows (and accurate numbers based in reality) and lose your shirt!

If you’re too busy to do the research and get real numbers, you can make a lot of fantasy money by putting numbers in like “plant weight” based on guessing. The one I love doing in front of our Commercial Aquaponics Trainings is to put “2” (for 2 pound lettuce heads) in the “Plant Weight” blue box (a huge head of lettuce is usually around 1/5 of a pound). $2,195,848 from 2,100 square feet of raft area when you sell it by the pound!

Good luck and have fun growing and selling! Aloha, Tim and Susanne.....
