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Hightunnels.org 
 High tunnels are unheated, plastic-covered structures that 

provide an intermediate level of environmental protection and 

control compared to open field conditions and heated 

greenhouses 



University of MN 
 A high tunnel, by definition, is a non-permanent structure that 

has no electrical service, no automated ventilation and no 

heating system.  









Opportunities 

 Be first or at least one of first to offer local grown warm 
season vegetables 

 Produce small fruit and vegetable crops when they are not 
available from other local sources except growers using 
protected culture 

 Nearly year round income stream for most of Illinois 

 A very useful tool for those wanting to raise organically 

 Raise enough produce for a viable enterprise on a very finite 
amount of land 

 Profit potential makes high tunnels a good too for capitalizing 
a small enterprise 

 

 



Challenges 
 Require a substantial capital investment 

 Require on site daily maintenance and/or operational labor 
during the growing season 

 Subject to forces of nature: wind or snow damage 

 Urban growers need to check local zoning ordinances and 
building laws 

 Pest problems such as mites, thrips, and tomato leaf spot can 
reach extremely damaging levels and can be difficult to control 

 High humidity and moisture levels during the early and late 
growing season can be extremely difficult to remedy 

 Achieving good pollination for both wind and insect pollinated 
crops 



Limitations 

 $10,000 per 30’x96’ tunnel per crop is probably a good realistic 
maximum  

 The fact that you might be able to grow $50,000 worth of 
tomatoes in 5 tunnels does not necessarily mean you can 
successfully market  12.5  tons of tomatoes at your local farmers 
market  

 Not suitable for all sites 

 Timely accomplishment of required cultural tasks is mandatory for 
most profitable production.  Time becomes a limiting factor for the 
number of tunnels most growers operate. 

 Not all crops are well suited or benefit equally from the high tunnel 
environment 

 You must have markets for early and late produce 





Opportunities 

 Be first or at least one of first to offer local grown warm 
season vegetables 

 Produce small fruit and vegetable crops when they are not 
available from other local sources except growers using 
protected culture 

 Nearly year round income stream for most of Illinois 

 A very useful tool for those wanting to raise organically 

 Raise enough produce for a viable enterprise on a very finite 
amount of land 

 Profit potential makes high tunnels a good tool for capitalizing 
a small enterprise 

 

 



Be first or at least one of first to 

offer local grown warm season 

vegetables 

 
 Early season produce typically demands a higher price and 

tends to be easy to market 

 

 In many cases customers remain loyal to vendors with whom 
they are pleased.  If you have been selling high quality produce 
many of your customers will remain loyal to you even after 
numerous other vendors begin selling the same commodity later 
in the season. 

 

 Warm season vegetable from well managed tunnels often taste 
and look better than their early season field produced 
counterparts. 









  U.S. No. 1 U.S. No. 2 Total Marketable Culls 

Cultivar Number Pounds Number Pounds Number Pounds Number 

BHN 961 28.5 8.6 7.7 2.9 36.2 11.5 6.1 

ROCKY TOP 12.2 8.3 9.6 3.6 21.8 11.9 3.2 

CHARGER 9.1 7.3 12.4 4.6 21.5 11.9 6.4 

TRIBECA 10.4 7.0 14.7 4.7 25.1 11.7 5.7 

GERONIMO 11.7 6.9 18.6 6.5 30.3 13.4 7.5 

PHOENIX 10.0 6.8 11.3 4.0 21.4 10.8 2.5 

BHN 589 9.8 6.7 11.2 4.1 21.0 10.8 5.6 

BIG BEEF 9.4 6.3 11.6 4.1 21.0 10.4 11.6 

CAIMAN 9.4 5.8 14.5 5.0 23.9 10.9 7.5 

IMPERIAL 8.2 4.9 16.2 5.9 24.4 10.8 7.3 

SCARLET RED 5.6 4.5 1.6 0.7 7.1 5.2 3.3 

TRUST 6.8 4.1 17.6 5.9 24.4 10.0 12.0 

RED DEUCE 5.4 4.0 1.4 6.0 6.9 10.0 1.7 

CABERNET 5.8 3.6 10.2 3.7 16.0 7.3 14.1 

EMPIRE 5.1 3.3 11.4 4.7 16.5 8.0 11.1 

YELLOW PEAR 63.4 3.2 0.0 0.0 63.4 3.2 29.1 

ARBASON 5.6 2.9 20.6 6.9 26.2 9.9 12.2 

COBRA 4.6 2.9 12.4 4.2 17.0 7.1 9.5 

GIANT TREE 3.3 2.8 1.6 0.7 4.9 3.4 3.6 

BLACK SEAMAN 2.1 1.5 2.3 1.1 4.4 2.6 6.7 

NYAGOUS 0.6 0.3 14.1 3.2 14.7 3.5 8.0 

Table 4.  Total season (6/15 – 8/29) harvest results from DSAC high tunnel tomato cultivar evaluation. (Data are given in results per foot of row) 

 



High tunnel tomato picture 



Produce small fruit and vegetable 

crops when they are not available 

from other local sources except 

growers using protected culture 

 
 Raspberries from May through November 

 Strawberries from April through November 

 Tomatoes from end of May through end of October 

 Greens through the entire year except last two weeks of 

November and first two weeks of January 















Cultivar Plant 

Time 

No. per 

Plant 

Wt. per 

Plant 

Size 

Ounce 

Radiance F 31 1.06 1.03 

Radiance S 20 1.02 1.53 

Monterey S 24 0.91 1.14 

Seascape S 27 0.87 0.97 

Camarosa S 27 0.83 0.92 

Seascape F 26 0.83 0.96 

Palomar F 19 0.76 1.20 

Albion F 22 0.72 0.98 

Chandler F 26 0.72 0.83 

Monterey F 21 0.72 1.03 

Swt. 

Charlie 

S 26 0.70 0.81 

Chandler S 26 0.65 0.75 

Swt. 

Charlie 

F 24 0.65 0.81 

Albion S 16 0.60 1.13 

Camarosa F 16 0.51 0.96 30’ x 96’ = 3200 plants 













 

Cultivar 

Early Yield 

(5/1-7/30) 

Total Yield 

(5/1-11/19) 

JoanJ 10,539 29,158 

Polka 5,739 22,687 

Autumn Britten 5,286 21,830 

Polana 3,632 18,085 

Joan Irene 4,598 17,410 

Caroline 4,355 16,110 

Josephine 3,980 12,009 

Nantahala 2,604 6,997 

30’ x 96’ = .066 Acre 



Nearly year round income stream 

for most of Illinois 

 



A very useful tool for those wanting 

to raise organically 

 
 The ability to keep rain off of the crop and largely control 

humidity within the high tunnel  can GREATLY reduces the 

incidence of many common fungal diseases 

 The protected environment also tends to result in lower level 

of many common bacterial diseases 

 The high tunnel environment works well with the use of 

predators for insect control 

 Vertebrate pest problems like deer  tend to be much lower 

when compared to field settings 



Diseases less likely 



Diseases more likely 



Diseases that are more problematic 





























Raise enough produce for a viable 

enterprise on a very finite amount 

of land 

 

Profit potential makes high tunnels 

a good tool for capitalizing a small 

enterprise 

 



30 x 96 = 2880 square feet 

2880 / 43560 = 0.066 acres 

 



$ 1 0 , 0 0 0  /  0 . 0 6 6  a c r e s  



Challenges 
 Require a substantial capital investment 

 Require on site daily maintenance and/or operational labor during the 
growing season 

 Subject to forces of nature: wind or snow damage 

 Urban growers need to check local zoning ordinances and building laws 

 Pest problems such as mites, thrips, and tomato leaf spot can reach 
extremely damaging levels and can be difficult to control 

 High humidity and moisture levels during the early and late growing 
season can be extremely difficult to remedy 

 Achieving good pollination for both wind and insect pollinated crops 

 Obtaining good early season transplants can be expensive and difficult 
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Urban growers need to check local 

zoning ordinances and building 

laws 

 
 



Pest problems such as mites, 

thrips, and tomato leaf spot can 

reach extremely damaging levels 

and can be difficult to control 

 



Raspberry mite damage 







High humidity and moisture levels 

during the early and late growing 

season can be extremely difficult to 

remedy 

 
 Fans 

 Raise and lower curtains 

 Good site 



Achieving good pollination for both 

wind and insect pollinated crops 

 







Good early season transplants can 

be difficult to obtain and expensive 
















