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To Tent or Tunnel: Get a Head Start on your Garden 

Overview  Materials  
 

• transplants 
• fertilizers 
• black plastic 

mulch 
• #9 grape wire 

or  similar 
material 

• four-foot wide 
clear plastic 

• shovel 
• trowel 

 

• Learn to grow a vegetable crop 
• Provide a garden entry for the county or state fair 
• Notice how some plants respond differently to hot caps or 
tunnel treatment 
• Practice an early season extender method 
• Try a cultural experiment and report the results 

 
What’s the difference between tents and tunnels? 

• Tents cover single plants  
• Tunnels cover an entire row of plants  

 
Tents: 

• small paper covers which shelter individual plants.  
• easy to use, since they are simply placed over the plant and 

secured by mounding soil at the base of the cover.  
• can be purchase or made them at home.  
• Note: the tent should be large enough that leaves do not touch it and suffer heat 

damage as a result. 
• Note: No matter how a plant is protected, the cover must be ventilated. If you use hot 

caps, check the weather forecast each morning. If a warm day is expected, prop the cap 
up slightly so that air can get in, and remove the prop at night. Other approaches to 
increase ventilation include cutting slits in the sides of hot caps, or removing the lids 
from plastic jugs. 

 
Tunnels: 

• cover a row of plants.  
• clear plastic works well for crops like melons, which perform favorably in the high 

temperatures that build up under this type of tunnel.  
• clear plastic tunnels coated with a white-wash are cooler than clear covers. These are 

used more successfully with peppers, which tend to drop blossoms at high temperatures. 
• very effective in speeding up the first harvest of melons and peppers 
• also works well with other “tender” crops, such as cucumbers or squash. 
 
 



Background 
Tents and tunnels plastic can be made or purchased for early-season plant protection. 
However, the idea behind the use of these modern methods is the same; a greenhouse effect is 
created in your garden. Plants can be set out earlier than usual in the spring, since the warming 
of the air under the covers causes the covered plants to grow faster. This means fruit will 
mature earlier than plants left uncovered. You can expect an increase in earliness of one to two 
weeks with tents 
 
Step by step 
1. Select a sunny garden site and prepare as usual for planting. Add about half the required 

fertilizer and reserve the second half for later side-dressing. 
 

2. Lay a three-foot wide black plastic mulch and secure edges in the soil. Dig a six-inch 
deep trench around the entire plastic mulch. (Note: black plastic mulch is not essential. 
However, protective covers encourage early weeds, and black plastic cover will help cut 
down on weed problems.) 

 
3. Transplant hardened-off seedlings into the mulch. (See “IB 101 – The Home Vegetable 

Garden” for proper planting technique.) Water plants well. 
 

4. Cut 3 ½ foot lengths from #9 grape wire or similar materials. Form hoops. Place the hoops 
over row of transplants at four foot intervals. 

 
5. If plastic is not pre-ventilated, drill a hole in the roll of plastic before it is unrolled over the 

supporting hoops. Or, make a row of slits about 3 inches long and one inch apart along both 
sides of the finished tunnel with a razor blade. 

 
6. Choose calm weather for this step! Unroll four foot wide plastic cover over hoops. Pull 

securely over hoops and bury the edges in the six inch deep trenches. Make sure tunnel 
plastic is buried outside black plastic mulch, so that removal of the tunnel does not disturb 
the black plastic. Seal both ends of the tunnel by burying the ends of the cover, as well as the 
sides, in the trench. 

 
7. The transplants should never come into contact with cover materials. Make sure the cover 

is large enough to allow approximately a month’s growth before leaves begin pressing 
against the cover. 

 
8. The number of weeks the tunnel will stay in place will depend on the weather, but will be 

about a month. A few days before you plan to remove the tunnel, tear large holes in it to 
harden plants somewhat before they are exposed to an unprotected environment. 
 

9. After the tunnel has been removed, side-dress along the edges of the mulch with the reserved 
fertilizer. Plant roots will have reached the edge of the mulch by this time. 

 
 
 
 



Go one step further… 
 
1. Planting melons in cold, wet soil can invite root rotting fungi into your plants. 

If the plastic mulch is laid a week or so before planting, it will help to warm 
the soil and avoid problems with disease. 
 

2. Some crops such as cucumber and squash need bees for pollination and fruit set. 
Remove covers when plants blossom so that bees can get to flowers. 
 

3. Do not rush the season by more than a few weeks.  Tender crops will not do well if 
put out before the beginning of May, even if under tunnels.  At best, tunnels offer 1 
to 3 degrees F. of frost protection. 

 
 
 
Experiment: 
 
This is a good opportunity for garden research. Perform the following tunneling method on one-
third of your plants, and plant one-third at the same time, without tunnels. Plan the remainder as 
you usually would, later in the season. What do you expect will happen? Form a hypothesis, and 
see if you are correct. Keep close records, and report your results to your 4-H club or local 
garden club. 
 

1.   What differences do you see in your treatments? 
2. Which treatments matured earliest? 
3. How did the first two plantings compare? 
4. What difference did you note throughout the season? 
5. Did some crops respond better than others to tunneling? 
6. Were there any differences in yield? 

 
 

 
 


