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11 November, 2015
Indoor growing system wins student a PM’s Science Prize 

Auckland secondary school student Georgia Lala had a good reason to take time out of her punishing final year exam schedule today—she had a date with the Prime Minister who presented her with a $50,000 prize.

The Year 13 student at Auckland’s Diocesan School for Girls went straight from her NCEA Level 3 Chemistry exam to a function at Te Papa Tongarewa in Wellington where she received the 2015 Prime Minister’s Future Science Prize. She also sat Scholarship Biology yesterday (Tuesday) and will sit NCEA Level 3 English tomorrow (Thursday).
Georgia won the award for the development of an innovative aquaponics system for growing edible plants indoors, enabling families to reduce the amount of commercially grown crops that they purchase each week.
The roots of the lettuces Georgia grew were able to take up nutrients from water in the gold fish tank she was using, recycling the fish waste and the bacteria that naturally occurs in a tank. At the same time, her approach effectively acted as a cleaning system for the tank. 
Motivated by concern over the rising global demand for food and a desire to create more sustainable ways of living, Georgia’s system allowed her family to stop buying lettuces at the supermarket and live off the green leaves growing in the fish tank on the kitchen bench. 

Judges were particularly impressed by Georgia’s adaptation of the Food Miles and Life Cycle Assessment approaches to quantify the foot print of her plant production system.  

Georgia, who is what is known as a ‘Dio Survivor’, has been at the school since she was five. The all-rounder, who was named Proxime Accessit (runner-up to the Dux) at her college a few weeks ago, will study biomedicine at the University of Auckland next year and hopes to one day qualify as a doctor. 
She began her experiment with aquaponics last year, making three prototypes before commissioning a local manufacturer to make a specially designed fish tank with holes in the lid for her plant pots. 
She has branded her system ‘Root Aquaponics’ and Georgia hopes to turn the venture into a small business . She has also presented it at local sustainability events and a number of schools in Auckland are keen to experiment with her method.
“I’ve been concerned about the impact of population growth and the pressure it is having on resources since I was very young and had various ideas about ways of reducing dependence on commercial agriculture. 

“I’m particularly grateful to my uncle who took my idea seriously and helped me get this project off the ground.
“The beauty of it is that the system can be used inside for people who don’t have land to grow crops, is attractive enough to have sitting on the kitchen bench and contributes to a more sustainable lifestyle.”
As well as achieving outstanding academic results, Georgia is a saxophone player and has been an active member of her school’s Ethics Council and Community Services Council. 
Georgia is the second student from Auckland’s Diocesan School for Girls to win the Prime Minister’s Future Science Prize—she follows in the footsteps of Nuan-Ting (Nina) Huang, who won the prize in 2011 for her research into a possible link between mental concentration and the early onset of short sightedness.
School principal Heather McRae, who says the school community is incredibly proud of Georgia, attributes some of the school’s success in the Prime Minister’s Science Prizes to it being an all-girl institution. 
“The students here aren’t influenced by the belief that science and maths are for boys – they are surrounded by role models who support them to achieve anything. They are encouraged to be curious, courageous and ethical in using their knowledge to make a difference. Georgia’s innovation and creativity demonstrate how young people today can provide sustainable solutions for our future.”
The prize money will contribute to the cost of Georgia’s university studies.

The 2015 Prime Minister’s Science Prizes were presented to winners on Wednesday 11 November at the Museum of New Zealand, Te Papa Tongarewa, in Wellington.

To find out more about the Prime Minister’s Science Prizes visit:

www.pmscienceprizes.org.nz
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