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Data Collection & Analysis
Individual interviews via Zoom with cooperators 
(Nov – Jan by Kaitlin and José)

Interview topics covered: 
• Mesotunnel construction and configuration, 

netting storage and performance, damage and 
mending scenarios, labor costs and time 

Deeper discussion topics:
• Pollination, weather conditions, plant growth 

and development, insect and weed pressure, 
harvest and yield quality, marketability of fruit, 
mesotunnel cost-benefits

Data Analysis (Nov – Jan)

• Recorded Zoom interviews and 

respective transcripts on Box

• Excel-based analysis tool built 

around interview questions and 

subtopics covered



Growers and Weather Conditions

“I honestly don’t think those plants 

ever had a good soaking rain the 

whole time they were growing… 

dryness was the real story of the 

summer.” (1005.1)

“I just remember it [construction] taking longer because the 

ground was extremely hard.” (2008.1)



2022 On-Farm Characteristics
Farming 

Experience Farm Size Market % of All 
Cucurbits 

6 years 4 acres Value-added products, retail, farmers market 20%

7 years 2 acres Dairy, cut flowers, ornamental cucurbits, farmers market, 
on-farm ?

3 years 5.5 acres Retail, CSA, restaurants, farmers market 25%

Generational 500+ acres CSA, livestock, research, pantry, retail, farmers market
100% of 

watermelon, 10% 
spag squash

20+ years 2.5 acres CSA, farmers market 15%

52 years 60 acres Pantry, shelters, retail 2-5%



2022 Trial Characteristics
Linear feet 

under tunnel Arrangement Pollination Hoop height

300 Double row Open ends 3.5 ft

400 Four rows Open ends, then removed* 3.5 ft step in fencing

350 Triple row On-off-on, netting never replaced* 3 ft

1300 Triple row Open ends and on-off on 3 ft, at 90º angles

150 Triple row Beehives but opened ends 
eventually then hand-pollinated*

3.5 ft, propped on 
fiberglass rods

50 Triple row Beehives 3.5 ft



Reflection on Selection

“…[I like] having squash through the winter markets… but I would rather have 
more diversity, different types of squash [under one net] in the future…” (3008.1)

“Melons…I see a significant improvement in their quality and yields… a 
consistent quality, when using the netting.” (2001.2)

“It was a smaller harvest than I would 
have liked, but I was impressed. They [the 
plants] were cranking them [cucumbers] 
out for how dry it was.” (1005.1)



Blacktail Watermelon

Jarrahdale (Heirloom)Orangetti SpaghettiAthena Muskmelon

Pickling Cucumber*
Zucchini



2022 Crop Selection 
Over this project, growers showed the 

most interest in crops with:

1. High insect pressure

2. High market values

3. Determinate, one harvest

4. Parthenogenic/no hive

They struggled with these aspects in a 
mesotunnel system:

1. Pollination in a tunnel
2. Labor and effort 
3. High labor, low value crop



Experience with Row Covers
“You have to get that cover on as soon as you plant it… 

[In the past] I didn’t get the netting on in time, and I 
trapped the bugs in there…” (2008.1)

“Most of my experience is with Remay… it rips easily, blows 
away, promotes disease… and bakes all the plants… The 

[mesotunnel] netting on the squash was very durable, and I 
would expect to get even more seasons out of it…” (3008.1) 

“This [acorn squash] is not a high value crop to us… It is 
just a pest control and a deer control [now]…” (1002.1)



• Durability 
• Maneuverability
• Weave size

Little to no damage to the 
mesotunnels in 2022. 



Mesotunnel System Processes



Installation Experience
“…We have set up similar things, so it 
certainly can be done in less than an hour 
with two people… but the ground was 
extremely hard…” (2008.1)

“I would definitely use bigger pieces of 
netting… fewer, bigger pieces… one bed, 
three sections is very labor intensive… big 
sections make a lot more sense.” (3008.1)

“Do I have to like any part of it?” (1002.2)

2 positive
1 negative 
3 mixed  



Configuration and Performance:
Hoops

“I think the plants contort and get crammed under there 
[the net]… probably not the right choice of height, the 

higher tunnels give enough room (3008.1)

“We tried something different [other than angled hoops] 
to keep the netting higher and more away from the 

vines, but the vines still grew into it, and that’s why it 
took four hours to remove the netting…” (2001.2)

“We couldn’t get the hoops to stay with our wind, so we 
did plastic step-in fence posts with tennis balls over the 

edge [of the post].” (1009)



Construction and Performance:
Netting

“There are some holes in the netting if it is left on the 
ground too long in one spot… We use duct tape… 
fishing line [to repair it]…” (2001.2)

“The netting on the squash this year was very, very 
durable… I would expect to get even more seasons out 
of it versus the weight I am using for multipurpose 
row cover…” (3008.1)



Plant Growth and Health 
“There is some warming effect or speeding up the growth 
of both the crop and whatever weeds [present]…” (2001.2)

“Just exceedingly more plant material, more vigor, 
more everything.” (1002.2)

“We didn’t see any diseases at all. We’ve had wilt 
before… from the cucumber beetles, but I didn’t see any 
of that under the tunnel…” (1009)



Weed Management
4 of 6 growers used a 
fabric or plastic as part 
of their program

“We put Bio360 down… put a center hole in it… and only hand 
weed those particular holes. We run a push weed whacker 
through [the alleys], so we can keep a grass pathway.” (1009)

“[We] laid plastic mulch, some cereal rye… a majority of the 
walkways were not rye…weeds. We moved with a walk behind 
tractor. It works pretty well.” (2001.2)

“It was so dry we didn’t do anything. We had mowed down 
that cover crop [pre-plant] and planted them no till…” (1005.1)



Pollination 
Open ends - “With the outside [the tunnel] plants, you get a second 
set of fruit later on… more continual flowering. The stuff under the 
tunnel is one and done…” (2008.1) 

Mix* - “We had a lot less pollination under the mesotunnel… Lifting 
up the sides didn’t really work for us. It didn’t give enough 
pollination, and it could be the heirloom varieties…I tried to hand 
pollinate a few of them.” (1005.1)

On-off-on - “We had… a whole 50-foot section that ended up 
with a bunch of very strange deformities… which could have 
been a pollination issue.” (3008.1)

Only 1 grower reported 
positive experiences 

with pollination



Pests and Disease
“It was pretty dry; I didn’t see a lot of fungal issues… It was all bug 
damage… I didn’t spray for them or anything.” (2008.1)
“Not severe [damage], a little bit of insect but not significant… I see definite 
protection from insects [with the net].” (2001.2) 

Two growers reported having moderate to heavy 
insect damage on the crops. Only one grower was 
reported heavy disease pressure.

ALL growers reported that the mesotunnel 
absolutely reduces insect pests.



2022 Harvest Outcomes & Satisfaction
State Crop(s) Yield (year to 

year) Fruit Quality Market Price 
Satisfaction

Payoff this 
season?

KY Muskmelon Very satisfied High Yes, $6/melon Yes

NY Pumpkins Satisfied High, but small No, sets price too 
low

Breakeven

IA Butternut squash Not comparable Good, some 
deformed

No, sticker shock, 
heavy squash

Yes, if net can be 
reused 

KY Watermelon, 
spaghetti squash

“Better”, 
satisfied

Good N/A No, cost and 
labor 

NY Cucumbers, 
zucchini

No difference Slightly lower Yes Absolutely not

NY Acorn squash Better, very good High No, flooded 
market, low value

Absolutely not



Summary

“A learning experience” with “some benefits” but it cannot be financially 
justified with cucurbits alone. Maybe add: 

• Berries
• Cut flowers
• Brassicas/leafy greens
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