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Pretty good definition of a high tunnel.
Vermont Department of Taxes, bulletin TB-21



Longwind Farm, E. Thetford

Greenhouses with concrete floors are not high tunnels



“Caterpillar” tunnels are not really high tunnels

Root5 Farm, Fairlee



Plastic-covered hoops (low tunnels) are not high tunnels

Adam’s Berry Farm,  Charlotte



In the mid-1980’s Dr. Otho Wells at UNH established the first 

high tunnel research program on a U.S. experimental farm



Ed Person, NH high tunnel pioneer and frame fabricator,        

started Ledgewood Farm Greenhouse Frames in 1987

Over 30+ years he’s produced 8,000 tunnel frames

 



Today, high tunnels have many shapes, sizes, and systems

Walker Farm, Dummerston



Systems vary to meet the needs of crop, markets, grower



Lots of high tunnels in the Northeast

Since 2010, many have been funded by NRCS

A Current View of High Tunnel Tomato Production in New England 

Grubinger and Maden, 2025. 10.21273/HORTTECH05779-25



Three common high tunnel production systems

summer cropswinter greens

seedlings and containers



KISS summer crops: unheated, passive ventilation, drip

Unity Farm, Charlotte



KISS winter crops: unheated, passive ventilation, row covers 

Footprint Farm, Starksboro



Two furnaces, fans, auto vents, thermostats, irrigation, etc.



Moveable tunnels: 

Allow overlap of summer and winter crops

Joe’s Brook Farm, Barnet





Tunnel set up for seedling production

Sweetland Farm, Norwich



Three-season gutter-connected ‘Haygrove’ tunnels

Four Corners Farm, S. Newbury



Low cost ‘caterpillar-ish’ tunnels

Pomykala Farm, Grand Isle

Pomykala Farm, Grand Isle



Season extension of fall raspberries

High Meadows Farm, Putney



Keeping the rain off grapes

Northeast Vine Supply, Pownal



Really early potatoes!



Woods Market Garden, Brandon

Tomatoes have strong market demand, use vertical space,  

   and quality and yield are much improved in high tunnels.



Tomato yield, lbs. per ft2
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May 1st June July

August September November

May – November growing season is not uncommon



Conventional growers can use “grow bags’” or other systems 

that provide a known quantity of available nutrients

Sam Mazza’s Farm Market, Colchester



It’s more challenging to optimize in-ground soil fertility



Feed me now…and feed me later = 

soluble and reserve nutrients



Best to use both the Saturated Media Extract (SME) test 

AND the modified Morgan’s field soil test:

to measure soluble AND reserve nutrients

SME also measures nitrate-N, ammonium-N, soluble salts



Mix soil deeply to distribute salts (and nutrients)

or take tunnel cover off an allow rain to leach salts 

Evaporation brings salts to surface



Build tunnels on raised pads, especially with heavy soil



Leave adequate space between tunnels: 

shading, snow removal, mowing

Cate Farm, Plainfield



Build for worst case snow, rain, wind

Nola’s Gardens, Ripton



Perimeter insulation keeps tunnel edges warmer

Boyd Family Farm, Dover



Fuel use and heating costs can be significant



Propane and oil heating systems are common



“Renewable energy” heat systems can be a lot of work

Blais Farm, Springfield



Automated wood pellet / shell corn boiler and bin

Lewis Creek Farm, Starksboro



Moving heat to tunnel air, benches, and/or the ground 

Chris Callahan, UVM Extension agricultural engineer



Raised beds warm up earlier without heat, 

also make sense on sites with poor soil conditions



Chickweed can be a big problem in winter tunnels



Picadilly Farm, Winchester NH

Soil steaming can suppress weeds, and soil diseases





Many growers use grafted tomato plants, 

rootstocks tolerate soil disease and increase vigor



show me the money



High tunnel tomato enterprise budgets

source net returns / sq. ft.

Cornell 2009 $3.61

Washington State 2011 $2.90

Utah State 2011 $1.29

Iowa State 2013 $3.18

Northern NY Ag. Devel. 2015 $2.50

Penn State 2020 $0.48

Average = $2.33 / sq. ft. 

30’ x 96’ high tunnel = $6,710 net returns 

Equivalent to $101,495 net returns / acre



Thank you 
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