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POLYTUNNELS

Polythene covered tunnels, more commonly known as 'polytunnels', have become a common site in gardens and allotments around the country. There is now a good range of polytunnels available for the average garden or allotment.
The most basic type of tunnel is a single piece of plastic stretched over curved supports and anchored into the ground. The more common structure consists of galvanised steel tubes for the framework, supplied in kit form for self-assembly. Very top-of-the-range models can include ventilation panels, sliding doors, ready-covered panels and even rigid PVC covering. However these are more for commercial organic producers and they come with a very expensive price tag!
The benefits of polytunnels
Having a cropping area protected from wind, frost and heavy winter rain is good news. It enables you to extend the growing season at both ends: courgettes planted into a tunnel in May are ready to harvest in mid-June, 6-8 weeks ahead of outdoor crops. Similarly, potatoes planted in mid-February will be ready by the end of May. At the other end of the year, a polytunnel can provide welcome crops of fresh, green salads from November to the following spring.

Another benefit is the opportunity to grow crops that would not normally flourish outdoors - all sorts of exotic possibilities present themselves: peppers, cucumbers, tomatoes, melons, aubergines, okra, flowers and herbs.
Raising your own bedding plants, vegetables and flowers from seed is a good way to ensure high quality, organically produced plants. A polytunnel can provide space to do this, with or without heated propagating facilities. It also provides a place to plant up hanging baskets in spring, and leave them to grow on until all danger of frost has passed.

In a wet autumn, a polytunnel is invaluable for drying onions, garlic and pumpkins to prepare for storage. A polytunnel also makes a convenient work space during wet weather, summer or winter.  

The drawbacks

As you might imagine, there are disadvantages to having a polytunnel as well. First of all, a large expanse of plastic is not particularly beautiful to look at. Anything growing in a polytunnel is entirely dependant on you for its water supply. The possibility of going on holiday in the summer becomes more remote if you have a full tunnel to tend to - unless you have good neighbours or can run to automatic irrigation which can be expensive.

Ventilation is normally poor in a polytunnel, this provides ideal conditions for fungal diseases to flourish. Careful management can avoid most problems, but again means that you usually have to be there to open and close doors to ensure good air movement.

Polytunnel covers do not last for ever, however careful you may be. In addition, light transmission decreases with age, and covers eventually become brittle and crack when exposed to sunlight. 
Plastic
The most common type of cover is made from polyethylene, with various extra additives for longer life and better performance. 
To prolong the life of the cover, manufacturers include an ultra-violet inhibitor (UVI). You may also come across the initials EVA. This stands for ethylene vinyl acetate, which is incorporated for improved strength, flexibility and reduced heat loss.

Thickness of the cover is given either as 'micron' or 'guage'. This will vary from about 150-180 micron/600-720 guage. The higher the number, the thicker the cover, the more it costs but the longer it lasts! 180 micron/720 guage is widely used, and can be expected to last for a minimum of 3-4 years.

The life of a cover can be extended by the use of anti hot-spot tape. In the early days of polytunnel use it was soon noticed that covers tended to degrade most quickly where they were in contact with the metal framework. Special foam tapes were developed to reduce heat transmission from the metal to the plastic, and therefore avoid the damaging 'hot-spots'. The adhesive foam tape acts as an insulator, and its slippery surface reduces abrasion. Both of these aspects will extend the life of the cover by about a year. The tape itself normally lasts for about 10 years. 
Putting the plastic on a polytunnel is an arduous task and if you can enlist some help do so and each pair of hands are valuable when you are stretching your plastic over the frame. One top tip is to try to put the plastic on the frame on a sunny day and get the plastic as tight as you can otherwise it is very likely to blow away.
The main differences between polytunnels and greenhouses 

Although many gardeners use polytunnels in a similar way to greenhouses, there are some fundamental differences between the two worth mentioning.

A polytunnel is a less permanent structure than a greenhouse. This has advantages in that it is easier to move. It also makes it unsuitable for growing perennial crops such as grape vines or other climbers. Tunnels with vertical sides allow you to cultivate right to the edges more easily, but are a less stable design than more rounded ones.

Plastic covers behave differently from glass in the way they retain heat. The air inside a polytunnel both heats up and cools down quicker than inside a greenhouse. Overall temperatures reached are not as high and on clear, frosty nights, temperatures inside can be as low as those outside.

It's not so easy to clean a plastic cover as it is glass. In addition, static electricity on a tunnel's outer surface attracts dust, which both reduces light and encourages algae to grow. 
However polytunnels are considerably cheaper to buy than greenhouses which makes them more affordable. For a hobby polytunnel you can expect to pay anywhere from €500 - €800. This offer you lots of space and lots of opportunities for experimentation.
