Course 5: Innovative Production Vocabulary
Note: Different USDA agencies may employ different definitions based on their policies

Aeroponics is a specific type of hydroponics in which plant roots dangle freely, rather than being anchored in an inert substrate, and are continuously misted with nutrient-rich water.

Agrihoods are residential communities built around a working farm or community garden concept.

Aquaponics is a combination of aquaculture and hydroponics in which plants and fish are cultivated concurrently in the same water-based system. Aquaponics is a mutually symbiotic and energy-efficient system where fish excrement creates nutrient-rich water that sustains plants and reduces need for additional fertilizer inputs, and the plants clean the water for the fish.

Building-integrated agriculture is the creative incorporation of agriculture within or on building infrastructure. Building-integrated agriculture creates efficient use of building space that can allow multiple unrelated producers to operate on the same geographical footprint. Rooftop agriculture and indoor agriculture are examples of building-integrated agriculture.

There is no one definition of controlled environment agriculture, or CEA. Cornell Cooperative Extension takes CEA to mean systems that allow producers to control factors such as temperature, air flow, light exposure, and/or precipitation. This working definition would include soil-based greenhouses, high tunnels, indoor vertical farming, and indoor hydroponic systems. CEA as we are defining it involves some significant separation of an agricultural system from the outdoor environment, allowing farmers to create more controls against weather, pests, and disease, or as an approach to season extension.

Deep water culture (DWC) is a hydroponic practice in which plants are floated on recirculating water enriched with a nutrient solution.

Flood and drain, or ebb and flow, is a hydroponic system in which plant roots are temporarily flooded with nutrient solution and water every few hours.

Food forests combine agriculture and forestry in urban environments to maximize the benefits of urban forestry while creating edible landscapes that require minimal maintenance.

Hydroponics are soilless growing systems in which nutrient-infused water fertilizes plant roots directly, sometimes in combination with the use of inert substrates that anchor plants within the system in place of soil.

Innovative production: there is no one definition of innovative production; however, the USDA uses the following explanation of innovative production: 

“Innovative production is a diverse and dynamic area of agriculture, including indoor controlled environment agriculture, rooftop farms, outdoor vertical production, green walls, high-tech vertical farms, greenhouses, and hydroponic, aeroponic, or aquaponic farms. These operations are creating new and better markets, enhancing the competitiveness of specialty crops, and creating economic opportunities for the next generation of agricultural producers. They also support climate resilient food systems by extending the growing season, conserving water, and providing local and regional food options.”

Insect agriculture or insect farming is the cultivation of insects for a variety of uses, including fertilizer, feed for other livestock (especially poultry and farmed fish), or protein for humans.

Intercropping is an intensive planting strategy in which multiple crop species are strategically planted together in the same rows at the same time.

Nutrient film technique (NFT) is a hydroponic practice in which plants are grown in channels or troughs set at an angle to accommodate a shallow stream of nutrient-rich water to the roots.

Pollinator habitats are strategically planted borders within outdoor urban agriculture settings which can attract pollinators, increase local biodiversity, and support crop production through pollinator services.

Rooftop farming is farming on rooftops. Rooftop farming can combine many agricultural typologies, including vertical farming, indoor and outdoor growing, and scales of controlled environment agriculture in addition to soil-based growing.

SPIN farming, or “small plot intensive” farming, is a business model approach to intensive growing on half-acre plots. SPIN farming implements space-saving, intensive growing strategies like succession planting, intercropping, and vertical farming, and prioritizes high-margin crops like salad greens, tomatoes, and cut flowers which offer multiple harvests per plant.

Succession planting is an intensive planting strategy in which seedlings are continuously transplanted to replace plants reaching the end of their growth cycle to keep the farm or garden in production at all times.

Vermicomposting leverages earthworms to convert organic material into a soil amendment.

Vertical farming is an intensive planting strategy in which crops are stacked on top of each other, vertically, rather than along horizontal rows. Many outdoor urban farms and community gardens continue practicing vertical farming to maximize productive space where land is at a premium. Vertical farming may also happen in high-tech, indoor CEA systems.
