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Miles Crettien ’05 and a group 
of fellow enviro-minded in-
dividuals are revolutionizing 

the way we think about sustainable   
agriculture. High above the hustle and 
bustle of New York City, Crettien and 
his co-founders of Verticulture Farms, 
LLC are growing fresh herbs, raising  
tilapia, and doing all of it within a closed 
system that conserves 95 percent of the 
water it uses through a process called 
“aquaponics.” The term comes from  
the combination of two other types of 
farming: aquaculture and hydroponics. 
The plants are grown in water and nur-
tured by the natural waste of the fish, 
which is then filtered out by the plants 
and recycled back into the system.
 “[Co-founder] Ryan Morningstar 
and I grew up together in Hopkinton 
and farmed together on his brother’s 
farm in Sudbury,” Crettien said. “We 
came back in touch after college and 
both of us wanted to get involved with 
agriculture within the city. We met  
Peter Spartos in January 2012 and then 
brought in Jacob Hill to build and run 
the first system that summer.”
 That first system—a 100-gallon set-
up made up of tubs, 2x4s, fence posts, 
and anything else the quartet could 
rustle up—was a far cry from the beau-
tiful 300-gallon system they currently 
run on the top floor of the Pfizer Build-
ing in Brooklyn. But the beauty of that 
first system was its success and the  
opportunity for growth it presented.
 “That first season was very success-
ful—none of the fish died and we gave 
a lot of the food and fish to local non-
profits, then threw a fish taco party 
before we really sat down to talk about 
next steps,” Crettien remembers. “At 
that point, we didn’t have the financing 
and weren’t ready for a large-scale  
facility, so we sat on the idea for about 

18 months while we researched and  
networked before ultimately launching  
an Indiegogo campaign.”
 Verticulture was able to raise $12,661 
through the crowd-sourcing platform  
in december 2014, allowing it to build its 
current facility in the Pfizer Building’s 
penthouse. Its customers include artisan 
chefs from neighbors in the Pfizer Build-
ing, which has become something of a  
hub for food-related startups, and its basil 
is currently being used as flavoring by 
Brooklyn Sodaworks.
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The rapid growth of the company  
attracted the attention of Forbes.com 
this summer and the resulting publicity 
has been a boon for Verticulture as it 
moves toward a for-profit structure 
that will not only provide sustainable 
food, but also job opportunities. The 
co-founders’ goal is to become the first 
large-scale aquaponics farm in New 
York City and they are well on their way.

“I have always had this deeply  
ingrained sense of gratitude to the 
earth and that I owed it something   
in return,” Crettien said. “Given my 
skillset and my abilities, this is the best 
thing I can be doing to further sustain-
able agricultural technology that can 
be used anywhere. It will never replace 
good-old-fashioned soil agriculture, 
but it’s a perfect alternative for places 
in the world where growing food that 
way is incredibly challenging. Food 
scarcity is a real issue, and we believe 
we have a real solution that can be 
scaled.” — Jimmy Kelley
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