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HIGH TUNNEL CONSTRUCTION
AND OPERATION



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. 





Common High Tunnel Crops in 
Illinois
• Tomato

• Pepper

• Cucumber

• Raspberry

• Strawberry 

• Blackberry in northern IL

• Lettuce and other Greens



Homemade





Prefabricated





Gothic



Quonset



Gable



Gutter Connect







SITE SELECTION



Subject to forces of nature: wind or 
snow damage







Urban growers need to check local 
zoning ordinances and building 
laws





Pieces and Parts



Ground Post

Hip Board and Wiggle 
Wire Extrusion

Bows

Purlins











Ground Post

Bows

Bow spacing usually 6’ or 4’



Anchoring



Moveable





















Glazing



Poly



Cloth or Fabric



Polycarbonate



Construction







CONSTRUCTION











































Perimeter Drain











Fertility

• Cropping cycle often shorter so care with 
organic or slow release fertilizer

• High density should impact fertilizer 
recommendations ….. But how???

• Small raised beds require careful calculations 
and measurements

• Salt buildup can occur

• Normally split between preplant and fertigated













Spacing issue

• Tunnels are vital real estate

– Tight spacing needed for high yields

– Tighter spacing can increase insect and disease 
problems

• Tighter spacing may impact cultivar 
performance









Training and Trellising

• The value of the space dictates careful 
consideration of training systems

• Cultivar selection may predicate the type of 
training system i.e. tomato

– Determinate

– Indeterminate















Pollination











IRRIGATION



Irrigation

• Likely used to deliver fertilizer

• High density and warm temperatures can 
result in relatively high demand particularly 
as crop is maturing….some growers will use 
twin tapes

• Needs to be MANAGED otherwise still may 
experience BER and cracking





Ventilation & Circulation



Shadecloth



Hydroponic Production

• Plants grown without soil

• Allows production on sites with 
contaminated, poor or no soil.

• Soil pathogens not a factor

• Early yields

• Large yields

• Quality produce









If you have questions … 

• University of Illinois Extension Local Food 
Systems and Small Farms team

– http://web.extension.illinois.edu/smallfarm/

• USDA’s Start2Farm site

– http://www.start2farm.gov/

http://web.extension.illinois.edu/smallfarm/
http://www.start2farm.gov/

