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This farm raises
sea bass on land

Its use of recirculated seawater
to cultivate fish in tanks may be
the solution to algal-bloom losses

I By Grace CHUA

FISH stocks of Pasir Ris and Pulau Ubin farms were
decimated late last year when they were hit by a sud-
den and deadly plankton bloom. But one farm here
has a solution to avoid future aguatic losses.

SIF Agrotechnology Asia in Lim Chu Kang is using
recirculated seawater to cultivate sea bass in tanks,
from eggs to full-grown fish.

The experimental set-up, with its eight cylindrical
tanks with each holding half a tonne of water, is a
venture by local water-treatment company SIF Tech-
nologies.

Its chief executive Matthew Tan, 45, said:
“Sea-cage farming is a sunset industry; farming fish
on land would be a quantum leap.”

The farm is the first of its kind here to raise
marine fish in land-based tanks.

It uses a process called hydrocavitation, which
uses water-pressure changes to create vapour bub-

bles. When the bubbles collapse, they break down
waste in the water.

This waste collects as sludge, broken down natural-
ly by bacteria and then used as fertiliser.

To ensure the fish are healthy, factors like the pH
{a measure of the acidity or alkalinity of a solution),
temperature and amount of dissolved oxygen and
nitrites in the water are measured daily.

According to Mr Tan, the fish grow to table size -
30¢m - in 4 '/2 months, compared to six months at a
traditional fish farm.

The tank farm, which is set to harvest its first
batch of about 280 sea bass this week, has several ad-
vantages over traditional sea-cage farming.

Where traditional fish farms must get their eggs or
fry from countries such as Malaysia and Indonesia,
tank farms do not, providing a measure of food securi-
ty and controlled supply.

And because the tanks are enclosed, the fish are
not vulnerable to algal-bloom outbreaks.

Such farms are also environmentally friendly, pro-
ducing less waste. Stanford researchers last year
found that waste from floating fish farms may stay
concentrated around the farms and be carried close
to shore, rather than being diluted and carried away
with the current.

Land-based aquatic farms can also be run by a sin-
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gle person and require less manpower than tradition-
al fish farms.

But start-up costs are high, noted Mr Tan. A larg-
er SIF hatchery, planned to open by June in Pasir Ris
and raise about a million fingerlings, will cost about
$1 million in start-up and operating costs.
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He suggested that support could come from a $5
million Agri-Food and Veterinary Authority (AVA)
fund for local agricultural research. The AVA fund
was set up to help farmers produce 30 per cent of
eggs, 15 per cent of fish and a tenth of leafy vegeta-
bles consumed here.

Currently, Singapore produces about 5 per cent
of the fish it consumes.

Former AVA chief executive Ngiam Tong Tau
said SIF Technologies’ recirculation system was an
additional aquaculture technology that could take
root here. “If the farm is scaled up, it will help Sin-
gapore to produce fish significantly and will help
sustain the local aquaculture industry.”

Instead of viewing the farm as competition, oth-
er local fish farmers are looking to follow suit.

Mr Lee Van Voon, a Pasir Ris fish farm owner
whose stocks were affected by the fish die-offs,
said he had been looking into recirculation technol-
ogy since last year. “Open-sea farming here is total-
ly uncontrollable - it's exposed to farm runoffs and
oil spills from passing ships,” he said. “(Recircula-
tion) would make farming more predictable, so we
can go for different, higher-value species.”

The technological solution would boost dis-
solved oxygen and help ward off further plank-
ton-bloom die-offs, said Singapore Polytechnic lec-
turer Kwok Chen Ko, who specialises in water-qual-
ity monitoring. But he added that naturally occur-
ring ecological processes would be more sustaina-
ble for providing dissolved oxygen in the long term.
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