
SEAWATER GREENHOUSE – water is politics! (April/May 2012) 
 
Some years ago I visited the offices of Charlie Paton in North London, the 
inventor of the Seawater Greenhouse (SG). It became clear that the take-up 
of this straightforward and relatively inexpensive technology is hindered by 
politics. Essentially the SG is a hybrid between a mini-desalination plant and a 
greenhouse; it desalinates seawater, providing fresh water for the 
greenhouse cultivation of plants and a small surplus for local distribution. A 
prototype was built many years ago on Tenerife, Canary Islands, an ideal 
location given its high solar radiation, strong prevailing winds and deep, cold 
seawater. www.seawatergreenhouse.com 
 
Despite successful trials and support from local farmers that wanted to 
promote its use, the SG was deemed by the EU to undermine the CAP 
(Common Agricultural Policy). Local politics had also changed, encouraging 
rapid development of the tourist industry at the expense of agriculture. Many 
farms located on prime coastal land were compulsorily purchased by 
government for tourist development. The production of desalinated water 
under-pinned this development and today the Canaries are heavily reliant on 
large desalination plants that burn fossil fuels and pollute the 
environment. 
 
The inventors claim that the SG produces a surplus of fresh water for the local 
distribution system, up to 5 times the amount required for irrigation of the 
crops themselves. This might not be much, individually, but the multiplying 
effect of many SG’s could make a considerable contribution. Alternatively 
large state-of-the-art SG’s could produce high value crops. Operating costs 
are said to be much lower than for ordinary greenhouse production and plants 
require less irrigation water. Cheaper land can be utilized where ground 
water is unusable or absent. Neither is the SG considered by the ITC (Canary 
Islands Institute of Technology) in its research to develop small stand-alone 
desalination plants that utilize renewable energy and provide enough fresh 
water for a few hundred families. See: Technical Services/Servizi tecnici. 
 
Q.1 If the positive claims of Seawater Greenhouse technology are true, 
why has is not been considered by local authorities and private 
developers in the Canary Islands? 
 
Q.2  Why has the Seawater Greenhouse technology never been 
considered in plans for tourism linked to sustainable agriculture in a 
joint and integrated development of stretches of coastal land? 
 
It would appear that SG’s could provide fresh salads, vegetables, fruit and 
ornamental plants at the same time making a small contribution to the total 
desalinated water available locally, also for tourism. This also begs the 
question why SG technology was never considered, even as a pilot project, in 
the massive €3.8 billion project (€1.2 billion EU contribution) to construct 20 
desalination plants in southern Spain to supply fresh water, mainly for  



intensive horticulture in Almeria and tourist developments along the coast. The 
recently commissioned Bajo Almanzora desalination plant cost about $80 
million and will not directly produce a single lettuce or cucumber! 
 

Part II now on blog (July 2012) 


