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Potential of high Ttunnels for strawberry, blueberry, tomato, and specialty
cantaloupe production in Florida

Bielinski M. Santos Vegetable and Small Fruit Horticulturist, Gulf Coast Research and Education
Center, IFAS, University of Florida.

Pro tec ted cul tu re in clu des struc tu res such as high tun nels, green hou ses, and screen hou ses. High tun nels
are tem po rary, un hea ted, plas tic-co ve red struc tu res, with pas si ve ven ti la tion through roll-up side walls.
The se are set on with me tal or woo den po les on the ground and their height might vary from 2 to 6 m.
Crops are usually grown on soil. Ho we ver, pot, bag, and soi lless cul tu re could be used, de pen ding on
avai la bi lity, pri ces, and crops. Pre vious and cu rrent work has illus tra ted the ad van ta ges of pro tec ted agri -
cul tu re in Flo ri da for crop di ver si fi ca tion and yield ear li ness, wa ter use, and soi lless cul tu re to avoid fu -
mi ga tion. Stu dies were con duc ted to as sess the per for man ce of straw berry, blue berry, to ma to, and
spe cialty me lons un der high tun nels in west-cen tral Flo ri da. In straw berry, data in di ca ted that early and
to tal yield in crea sed by 35% and 57%, res pec ti vely. For spe cialty can ta lou pes, high tun nels de mons tra ted 
to be a va lua ble al ter na ti ve to pro du ce the crop, fo llo wing straw berry cul tu re, which can not ot her wi se be
grown in open fields mainly be cau se rain-in du ced crac king. The first sea son of that study sho wed a 12%
fruit yield in crea se in si de tun nels in com pa ri son with open-field cul tu re, whe reas so lu ble so lid con tent
im pro ved from 11.5 to 14.0 oBrix. In blue berry, stu dies sho wed that fruit ear li ness was en han ced by the
mo di fied en vi ron ment, with no sig ni fi cant amounts of be rries har ves ted out si de the high tun nels be fo re
the se cond week of April 2010, whe reas in si de high tun nels both cul ti vars pro du ced 4.1 t/ha, sin ce
mid-Fe bruary 2010, which trans la tes into hig her pro fits for pre mium early yield pri ces. Using high tun -
nels has also shown ma jor ad van ta ges on re du cing wa ter vo lu mes for free ze pro tec tion. For to ma to, high
tun nels pro vi ded an op por tu nity to pro du ce the crop ear lier than un der field con di tions due to the pro tec -
tion against cold weat her. Si mi larly, the crop out per for med open field pro duc tion du ring the warm
months of the year when ma na ged in soi lless me dia. The use of high tun nels in Flo ri da might be ne fit gro -
wers by: a) im pro ving ear li ness and pro vi ding a com pe ti ti ve edge in the mar ket; b) mi ni mal use of sprin -
kler irri ga tion for free ze pro tec tion, hen ce re du cing fruit da ma ge and fuel or elec tri city costs of wa ter
pum ping; c) de crea sed in ci den ce of fo liar and fruit di sea ses, which are dis se mi na ted by rain drops, lea -
ding to less fun gi ci de ap pli ca tions; and e) op por tu nity for al ter na ti ve pro duc tion systems, such as in ten se
in ter crop ping and soi lless cul tu re to reduce fumigation practices. 
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