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High Tunnels 

ÅUnheated 

greenhouses 

ÅFrame of metal struts 

ÅPlastic cover 

 

ÅPassive ventilation 

ÅSoil-based production 

ÅSimple 

ÅCheap 

 



Lewis Jett. 2006. High Tunnel Melon and Watermelon Production. 

University of Missouri Extension, M173 

Frame, 

hardware

: $3,500 

Plastic: 

$800 

End 

walls,doors: 

$700 Cost: 

$5,000+/- 



Atlas Greenhouse quote, 8/25/11 



Fixed Costs 
(30ô x 96ô tunnel = 2,880 sq. ft.) 

Construction Materials Labor Life (years) Cost/year 

Frame $3,000 10 $300 

Hardware $600 10 $60 

Plastic $800 4 $200 

Construction $800 10 $80 

Plastic 

application 

$100 4 $25 

Total $4,300 $900 $665 

$665 / 2,880 sq. ft = 21¢ per sq. ft. per year 

Adapted from Cornell High Tunnel Sample Budgets 

http://www.hort.cornell.edu/hightunnel/business/budget.htm


Variable Cost & Return 
Mixed 

Winter 

Greens 

 

 

Tomatoes 

 

Colored 

Peppers 

Seed/plants $127 $240 $200 

Supplies $285 $484 $150 

Production $180 $672 $360 

Harvest $360 $288 $108 

Marketing $240 $48 $120 

Variable Cost $665 $665 $665 

Total Cost $1,857 $2,397 $1,603 

Income $6,000 

(1,000 lb 

@ $6/lb 

$9,000 

(6,000 lb @ 

$1.50/lb) 

$1,780 

(1,000 fruit 

@ $1.78) 

Return $4,143 $6,603 $177 
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Adapted from Cornell High Tunnel Sample Budgets 

http://www.hort.cornell.edu/hightunnel/business/budget.htm


Budgeting 

ÅUse sample budgets as a guide to build 

your own. Donôt assume that othersô 

experience will match yours. 

ÅKeep track of your costs and returns. Use 

them to build your own budget. 

ÅHigh tunnels can make money or lose 

money. Keeping track of costs and returns 

helps inform management decisions. 



Organic Price Premiums 

ÅPremiums range 

from 50-150% at 

large wholesale 

markets 

ïRodale Organic 

Price report updated 

weekly 

ÅFarmers market 

premiums closer to 

50% in urban 

markets 

ÅLittle or no premium 

in rural markets. 

 http://www.rodaleinstitute.org/Organic-Price-Report 

http://www.rodaleinstitute.org/Organic-Price-Report
http://www.rodaleinstitute.org/Organic-Price-Report
http://www.rodaleinstitute.org/Organic-Price-Report
http://www.rodaleinstitute.org/Organic-Price-Report
http://www.rodaleinstitute.org/Organic-Price-Report


NRCS EQIP: 

Seasonal High Tunnel Initiative 

Å$2.57 per sq. ft. up to 

2,178 sq. ft = $5,597 

ÅHigh tunnel must be 

steel framed, from 

recognized vendor 

ÅHigh tunnels may be 

fixed or portable 

ÅCrops must be grown 

in soil 

 

Å4 year contract 

ÅSeparate pool for 

organic growers 

ÅProgram ranking dates: 
ïFebruary 3rd, 

ïMarch 30 

ïJune 12 

ÅSee www.in.nrcs.usda.gov. 

Search for óEQIPô. 

 



Where should I put my high tunnel? 

ÅClose to house 

ÅGood, well-drained soil 

ÅFull sun 

ÅRelatively level 

ÅWind for ventilation 

ÅLong side facing south 

ÅWater for irrigation 

ÅElectricity? 





Attaching 

plastic 





Double Layer 

Systems 



Woven Poly 

ÅDeveloped in Israel 

to diffuse light 

ÅMuch stronger than 

conventional poly 

ÅMore expensive 

(15-22¢ / sq. ft.) 

ÅHail and tear 

resistant 

Å6 year warranty 

Images from American horticultural Supply 

http://www.americanhort.com/Solarig.html
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layers? 
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Outside and Inside the KSU tunnel, 

Feb. 2006 ï Jun. 2007 
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Mean:

y = 0.69x + 6.3, R
2
= 0.95

Minimum:

y = 0.78x + 3.4, R
2
= 0.98
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What 

about 

frost? 
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Management 

(8-10 hours per week) 

ÅDaily 

ïOpening and closing 

tunnelé especially on 

sunny days 

ïScouting 

ÅWeekly 

ïWeeding 

ïWatering (Drip system) 

ïSeeding and Transplanting 

ïHarvesting 

 



Irrigation 

ÅSpace T-tape 12ò 
apart 

ÅUse nozzles to space 
transplants (12ò for 
lettuce; 24ò for tomato) 

ÅDonôt irrigate before 
cold snaps (water 
stress enhances frost 
tolerance) 



Soil Amendment 

ÅNot all óorganicô 

fertilizer can be used 

for certified organic 

production. Look for 

OMRI seal or check 

with your certifier. 

ÅñThe producer must 

manage plant and animal 

materials to maintain or 

improve soil organic matter 

content in a manner that 

does not contribute to 

contamination of crops, soil, 

or water by plant nutrients, 

pathogenic organisms, 

heavy metals, or residues of 

prohibited substances.ò 

     -- NOP standards 



Compost 

Å NOP requires C:N 

between 25:1 and 

40:1 and temperature 

between 131 and 

170ºF for 15 days.  

ÅSufficient to reduce 

human pathogen 

levels below 

detectable limits 



Summer cover crop 


