By Bob Lusk

love being around Mike Otto. He’s funny, hard-

working, diligent, a little bit gruff, and gets

things done. He has to, he’s an earthmover.
That’s what they do.

His natural sense of humor makes it easy to
hear his philosophies and his train of thought.
Plus, he has a magical way of drilling down to
the simple side of the truth.

Some of the lessons I've learned from Mike can
relate to the advice I'm about to offer for manag-
ing small ponds.

Years ago, Otto told me about a landowner
from the city who bought a heavily-wooded prop-
erty along the river. He brought Mike over and
told him which trees he wanted bulldozed, piled
and burned, and which trees to leave alone. Otto
obliged him.

If you want a mini-pond to act
bigger, be prepared to help it
every way you can.

The remaining trees struggled for a few years,
some of them died, others looked distressed and
others seemed to do fine. The landowner happily
mowed the acreage. He'd basically had Otto build
a park.

A few years later, a family bought some land
on the prairie and asked Otto if he’d build a
road, a house pad, help with fencing, and plant
a few trees. Sure, he’d be happy to help. He did
his part and years later he found out they’d been
planting more and more trees over their prairie
land. Ten years later, that property looked com-
pletely different.

Seems like a pretty normal thought pattern,
doesn’t it?

Until Mike Otto looks you dead straight in
the eye and says, “I don’t know why that first
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Think Small—
in a Big Way

Sorting tilapia.

The bio-filter with a grow light to assist
The tank set-up for over-wintering sprouting some greenery in a raft floating
our tilapia. on top.
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they were larger. That north pond, we call it, had
fish mostly 4-6” long. The south pond had 1500
fish in the 3-5” size range, but I bet we harvested
another 20,000 little fish, in the 1-2” size range.
Quite a few of those we sent to another aquaponic
facility for rearing. But, we brought in about 650
pounds of tilapia to keep and raise over the win-
ter. Our mission is to sell most of these fish next
spring, eat a few and keep a few for this spring’s

brood fish. All this while we figure out the best
aquaponic growing system for our property and
our management style.

My biggest point here is that these two mini-
ponds did big things for us during the growing
season of 2013. Since fish culture is a big part of
my life, that’s where the focus of these two mini-
ponds lies. After we harvested the tilapia in Oc-
tober, I knew there were still quite a few babies
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Here is some of the average-size tilapia
inside our facility.

left over—those fish too small to stay inside
a 3/8” mesh seine. So, we bought 500 2-4” hy-
brid striped bass and split them between the two
ponds. My hope is that they’ve eaten the remain-
ing tilapia babies, will continue to feed as the
feeders pitch out their nutritious offerings, and
we’ll get some fish growth over a fairly mild Texas
winter. Then, when we are ready to re-stock the
tilapia in spring, we’ll harvest the hybrid strip-
ers, bring them indoors and keep the recirculat-
ing system going to fuel the aquaponics system.
A double crop of fish with a secondary mission of
fueling plant growth.

The mini-ponds play a big role in what we in-
tend to do with aquaponics. They’ll provide the
stock and we’ll provide the management.

So, what does that have to do with your mini-
pond? We've figured out the limits of what our
small ponds can do well. We've tried to grow big
bass, we’ve played with fish genetics, we’ve grown
nice bluegill—all this in these two small ponds.
By far, the best results we've gotten have been
with tilapia. By far.

Have some fun with your mini-ponds. Figure
out what they’ll let you do. More important, fig-
ure out what you shouldn’t do with them.

I’ve learned from the Mike Otto school of com-
mon sense. Now, when someone calls Otto, espe-
cially those who are looking for land, he’ll tell
them, “If you want a park, buy a park.”

That same advice holds true with small waters.
Don’t fight against what you can’t do with small
waters. Figure out what you can do...and do it.
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