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5 Tips for Better High Tunnel Tomatoes
By David Van Eeckhout
TGA Grower Support Specialist
david@thegoodacre.org

If you’re like any of the 15,000 
farmers who have built high tun-

nels in the last decade, you probably 
sometimes wonder if you’re really 
getting everything out of it that you 
could. Projects on farms sometimes 
start with the best intentions, but can 
get away from us during a busy farm 
season. Reading books and articles 
online can help, but sometimes it’s 
hard to know where to start. With 
that in mind I’m giving you 5 tips on 
things you can do to improve your 
high tunnel tomato production now and in the future. 

Let me preface these tips by saying that they are fine-tunings. If your high tunnel is full of 
6-foot tall lamb’s quarters and foxtail none of the rest of this matters. Your tunnel needs to 
have access to water, be relatively weed-free and be able to withstand sun, wind, rain and 
snow. You also need to have the labor available to manage it. A high tunnel is an accelerat-
ed growing environment, everything grows better and faster inside, whether it’s purslane 
or Pruden’s purple. It’s also like having livestock, someone needs to be there to water, feed, 
open and close it every day. At TGA in 2019 that was Kajsa Beatty, thanks Kajsa!

We’re going to do this in reverse order to create some drama: 
 

Provide adequate ventilation. High tunnels vary widely in their ability to 
be ventilated. Most have some sort of side ventilation, because opening up 

endwalls is only effective ventilation for short, wide tunnels. Personally, I’m a big fan of the 
drop-down straight sides, like the ones from Zimmerman Welding, I like ventilating from 
the top down, since that moves the heat out and doesn’t expose the plants to cold winds 
when they’re small. The drop down curtains are also eaiser to automate, but that’s another 
topic. No matter your ventialtion type, too often it doesn’t get opened up when it should, 
or the sun pops out on a day you’re not expecting it. Temperatures can spike up to 120° in a 

matter of minutes. If your tomatoes are getting too hot 
you will lose production. Tomato blossoms can drop in 
temperatures as low as 90°F, especially if the plants are 
properly watered. It can be challenging determining 
the temperature in the growing canopy of tomatoes, 
consider buying an inexpensive infrared thermometer 
gun to find average temperatures in tunnels on sun-
ny days. 20%-30% shade cloth can be used during the 
hottest times of the year to keep the tunnel cooler and 
improve production.

TIP #5

Pruned and trellised paste tomatoes at The Good Acre

Drop down sides on a Zimmerman

mailto:david%40thegoodacre.org?subject=
http://zimmermanshightunnels.com/
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Use grafted toma-
to plants. Tomato 

grafting arose out of a need to 
maintain good tomato yields 
in conditions where soil-borne 
diseases were present. As time 
has passed it has become a way 
to increase yields even if no dis-
ease is present. A more aggressive 
rootstock can scavenge nutrients 
more efficiently and effectively 
than a variety’s native rootstock, 
which has been shown to increase 
yields by 20-30%. Grafting toma-
toes yourself is painstaking and 
difficult, so I would recommend 

buying plants from a nursery that specializes in them, like Banner Greenhouses in North Caroli-
na. The plants can be expensive, up to $3/each with shipping, but if the rest of your system is set 
up well, a 30% yield increase would easily pay for the cost of the grafted plants. And, you don’t 
have to grow your tomato plants, so there’s a savings there as well. 

Prune and trellis indeterminate tomatoes for peak production. High tunnels are 
expensive, so maximizing yields in them is an important part of farm profitability. 

I have yet to come across good research saying that the time spent pruning and trellising is off-
set by quicker harvests, higher yields and better quality, but I think it’s close. If you are going to 
maximize your production you need to commit to spending the time on it. Early in the season 
pruning and trellising needs to be done twice a week, and can take a significant amount of time 
during a busy time of the year. Make sure you have enough labor to handle it. When you’ve 
taken the time to prune and trellis, harvest speed can easily reach 200 pounds per person hour. 
Good yields are also possible with staked determinates, but the production is in a concentrated 
time frame and can be hard to find 
markets that can take them all in a 
shorter period of time. One way to 
gauge your production is to think 
in terms of pounds produced per 
square foot of tunnel. Peak produc-
tion is 3-4 pounds per square foot.

Many farmers suspend their in-
determinate tomatoes from the 
structure, but make sure you have a 
tunnel that can support the weight. 
Some of the commercial tunnels 
are designed to be able to handle 
this additional weight, but can be 
more expensive than the cheaper Double leader plants trellised on tomahook twine hooks

TIP #4

Grafting your own plants is difficult, buy professionally grafted ones

TIP #3

https://www.bannergreenhouses.com/product-category/grafted-tomato/
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versions. If you have a cheap tunnel that won’t 
support additional weight, it’s possible to con-
struct an inexpensive trellis inside the tunnel 
that will hold your crop. An excellent guide for 
tomato pruning and training is available from 
Cornell. Also, use brand new nylon tomato twine 
for supporting your plants. Re-used twine or sisal 
twine will break, and you will come in to find 25 
pounds of tomatoes and vines flat on the ground. 

Experiment with in-season ferti-
gation. It’s difficult to put down 

enough fertility pre-plant for full-season production. Too much fertility in the beginning can 
make plants more susceptible to insects and disease. It can also lead to too much leaf growth, 

cutting back on fruit yields. We have had good 
results feeding a twice weekly feeding of 3-0-3 at 
200ppm of Nitrogen. This results in plants that are 
still setting full trusses of fruit at the end of the 
season, instead of getting spindly and weak. Late 
season yields can be increased by 25% or more by 
feeding, but it must be done all season long, not 
just at the end. Never put any fish-based products 
through your drip irrigation, make sure the prod-
uct you use is completely water soluble. This is 
the one we were using in our trials, but I’m sure 
there are others, OMRI listed, but it does contain 
some Chilean nitrate. 

Don’t use tractors or rototillers in the tunnel. Because tunnels are not exposed to 
the rain and other elements, the biological life in the soil is much more fragile than 

in the field. Invest in a high quality broad fork, use it and rakes to shape your beds and preserve 
the biology in the structure. With yearly compost applications you can quickly jump up to over 
5% organic matter, which lowers your 
need for fertilizers and improves the 
resilience of whatever you’re growing 
in the tunnel. It will take 2-3 years of 
managing a tunnel this way to see 
results, but after that time you will 
find that you can significantly increase 
your yields, while reducing purchased 
inputs. You have to input more labor, 
but two good workers with broad 
forks can work up the beds in a 30x96 
tunnel easily in two hours, just maybe 
don’t do it on a sunny day. 

An internal trellis can be built inexpensively if your 
tunnel won’t support the weight of tomatoesTIP #2

A sophisticated fertigation set up like this can be used 
to add fertilizer to drip lines, but a simple sump pump 
and barrel can work as well

TIP #1

Yield increases can be significant when tunnels are managed 
without using mechanical tillage

http://www.hort.cornell.edu/expo/proceedings/2015/high-tunnels/BMPs%20Proper%20pruning%20and%20training.pdf
http://www.hort.cornell.edu/expo/proceedings/2015/high-tunnels/BMPs%20Proper%20pruning%20and%20training.pdf
http://www.envirokure.com/products-archive/ek-l-plant-builder-3-0-3-with-1-sulfur/
http://www.envirokure.com/products-archive/ek-l-plant-builder-3-0-3-with-1-sulfur/

