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An early November Field Day at Magney Legacy Ridge Farm in Princeton attracted more than 40 participants from 11 Kentucky counties (as well as Tennessee and Illinois) to explore Year-round Production in High Tunnels.

While most of these attendees are already using covered production in their farming, over one-third of the participants are beginning farmers and eager to grow under a high tunnel soon.  The mixed group diversified and widened the conversation.  
Although admitting that production topics hold a broader appeal to growers, Brett Wolff [of UK’s Center for Crop Diversification (CCD)] started with a topic that is applicable and essential for growers at any level: marketing. CCD’s publication, What to Think About Before You Plant, summarizes much of Brett’s focus on planning, planning, planning.
Successful direct marketing to consumers, restaurant sales, and wholesale markets all require thoughtful analysis, consumer/buyer research, and strategic planning before the investments of seeding, transplanting, and production begin.  Making time for a critical look at your own farm’s resources, market options and trends, and the true cost of production (crop by crop) allows the harvest to be as targeted and lucrative as possible. Focusing on the latter of these, Brett cautioned against guesswork… “an informed estimate of cost of production is always better than an educated guess, which is only slightly better than a ‘shot in the dark.’” 
The CCD and the KY Center for Ag and Rural Development (KCARD) are essential marketing resources for Kentucky growers.  Brett referred Field Day participants to the CCD’s Marketing Organic Produce and Produce Food Safety webpages and shared handouts on planning and food safety, all of which can be downloaded on OAK’s Past Field Days webpage.
Angela and her farm crew highlighted their market success with restaurants, stressing that the success depends on developing and maintaining a relationship.  While sales to restaurants can sometimes be challenging in their inconsistency and may require a quick product turnaround, the ongoing conversation and compromise working with chefs tend to pay off over time.  
“Having our name on the menu next to our products or highlighted in the restaurant’s marketing of local sources increases our outreach and appeal to customers.”
Whether to restaurants, groceries, farmers market customers, or wholesale options, a farmer’s attention to product quality is key!  Increasingly, focus on food safety is also essential.  Proper disease management, harvest practices, and postharvest handling are critical to marketing success.  The Produce Best Practices Training (PBPT), offered by County Extension Agents, should be on every commercial growers’ calendar and is mandatory for those offering produce samples (HINT: This is a research-driven recommendation to increase market sales!) at Kentucky farmers markets.  
While farmers market buyers and chefs may not be asking for a 3rd party GAP audit, most groceries and wholesale venues are.  This buyer-driven requirement dives deeper into food safety and associated documentation of production practices, worker health and hygiene, harvesting/packing/storage considerations, and more.  For larger growers, the regulatory FSMA Produce Safety Rule may be applicable for food safety assurance.
Proper planning and attention to detail is also essential when considering plant pests, as UK Entomologist Ric Bessin explained.  After a group discussion on the nuisances of large pests such as deer and turkey, Ric homed in on the smaller (and often microscopic) pests that can quickly devastate a crop.
“These insect pests are different in the high tunnel than in the field,” he cautioned, and require regular (weekly at a minimum), close (“get down on your knees”), and early monitoring and detection.  Scouting your plants for insects can stop infestations by recognition of the early colonizers before populations have taken over.
Waiting until insects are visible and numerous on plants can sometimes be too late.  Ric recommends using yellow sticky tape (3-5 per high tunnel) to catch infestation.  “Using the tape, we’ve identified problems two weeks prior to seeing them on leaves.”  (HINT: Save resources by buying large cards and cut them into smaller 3-5’ size)
And don’t hesitate to ask for verification of your insect ID… “We have more than ten thousand species of insects in KY; it’s easy to misidentify them.” Take a clear, zoomed-in digital picture and email it, or deliver the insect physically to your County Extension Agent.  If they don’t immediately recognize it, they’ll send it on to entomologists at the University for verification.
Among the top offenders to watch for in Kentucky are whiteflies, aphids, thrips (frequent vectors of disease), mites (commonly, spider mites increase during hot dry spells after a rainy period), and beetles (cucumber beetles common in winter to spring transition).
Some pesticides are approved for use in organic certification – yet these still require pesticide applicator certification when used in commercial production.  Farmers should talk with their County Extension Agents about fulfilling this certification requirement and using proper precautions prior to pesticide use.
For organically-managed high tunnel production, Ric and his colleague, John Obrycki, recommend use of biological controls for most pest pressures.  UK has recently updated their guidance on Integrated Pest Management for high tunnel and greenhouse production, including biological controls (find it on our Past Field Days webpage!).  Some pests, however, may require alternative management practices, such as the harlequin, or shield beetles which currently have no effective biocontrol and can be protected with early and consistent use of netting or row covers.
Additionally, managing soil nutrient levels can also help to reduce pest pressure, as explained via the example of aphids’ tendency to proliferate when nitrogen is excessive.  
Knowing your soil nutrient levels and “budgeting” for proper levels through amendments and management was UK Extension Vegetable Specialist Rachel Rudolph’s primary message for Field Day participants.  “NOW [fall season] is the time for soil sampling to manage for fertility, and soluble salts and pH should always be a part of that sampling and management for high tunnel soils.”  
If only once per year, fall is the recommended target for annual soil sampling, which can be accessed for little to no cost via County Extension Agents.  Ideally, sampling would occur just prior to each new crop (especially heavy feeders and long-season crops) within planned rotations, or perhaps every spring and fall as a middle ground.
Leaf and tissue analysis can further target nutrient levels of a specific crop.  These analyses offer a baseline and show change over time for the organically-minded grower’s establishment of long-term soil health improvement. Creating a nutrient budget furthers this sustainable practice, considering all inputs and outputs from the soil (what nutrients are extracted in biomass of last crop, for example).
Soluble salts tend to build up in soil under cover, so a recommended “flushing of the soil” during a transition or cover crop rotation is highly recommended. 
Just as with pest control, added Krista Jacobsen, agroecologist and Associate Professor in UK’s Sustainable Agriculture program, it’s always best to know ahead of time and prepare accordingly… “You can tell when you’re deficient but better to learn when you’re sufficient.”
Krista provided further guidance on planning for year-round production, with this thought in mind: “when planting for winter: plan for the north, hope for the south.”  While the season extension of high tunnel protection can provide the added warmth of climate zones to the south, the slower plant growth within this darkest and coldest season requires that KY growers add 25% to days‐to‐maturity timing in fall, or more in late fall and winter.

Added warmth in the form of supplemental heating is not consistently used by Kentucky high tunnel growers (although harvest days may be an exception, when dry leaves are preferred for maximum product quality and shelf-life).  Maintaining a warm tunnel is not as essential as preventing temperature fluctuations that can cause stress even cold-hardy plants.  Row cover directly above crops within the nigh tunnel can be left on all the time or removed on warmer days to provide moisture ventilation and overheating.

Krista provided suggestions on cover crops to use within high tunnel rotations, as well as seeding dates used in the UK Horticulture Research Farm tunnels.  Find this document and other related handouts on OAK’s Past Field Days webpage.
