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1. Buy a gothic shaped hoophouse.  Not only do these look better (in our opinion), but they are stronger and shed snow better.  They are also more likely to have straight sidewalls (see #3 below)

2. Get bows with as few pieces as possible.  These are supposed to be assembled on a flat surface, and if your farm is like ours, we don’t have any of those!  The more pieces the bow has, the greater the chance of ending up with a wavy end product (which bothers us perfectionistic type).  We’ve had some bows with as few as 3 pieces and others with as many as 7.

3. Buy a hoophouse with straight sidewalls (Especially if you are going to have roll up sides).  If the top of your roll up side is over your outside beds, you will have major water dripping on your beds - even with the roll up sides down (Condensation will work down the inside of your plastic until it hits the support for the top of your roll-up side, then will drip right on your beds!)

4. Pay the extra for six foot sidewalls.  Otherwise, you can’t follow suggestion #8.  It also makes it much easier to work your outside beds from both sides.

5. Maximize the length and width of your hoophouse.  Since the outside beds are generally less usable (see #8), it makes sense to have more inside beds.  Also, if you calculate the cost of the hoophouse compared to the potential return per square foot, it makes sense to go bigger.  When you get much longer than 100 feet though, you start having a dead spot where there is no air movement in the middle of your hoophouse (during Winter ventilation).  When the sides are rolled up this is not an issue.
6. Never skimp on the strength and sturdiness of your hoophouse.  Fortunately this is one we haven’t had to learn the hard way!  But we’ve seen enough pictures and heard enough stories to make us happy to spend a little more for beefier construction.  Since we seem to be living in an era of increasingly erratic weather, you need to build for the unexpected.  For us, this includes cementing at least half our posts (although you may need to check building codes on this one).

7. Think of standard plastic lengths when sizing your hoophouse.  After you’ve erected your hoophouse (if you go with all metal construction), the only ongoing maintenance expense is your plastic replacement - every four or five years.  Greenhouse plastic is not cheap!  It seems to come normally in 100 or 150 foot lengths, so why not size your hoophouse so you have as little waste as possible?  Leave yourself a little wiggle room for stretching the plastic, but you should be able to have around a 66 foot long hoophouse (6 ft. bow spacing) or 68 ft. (4 ft. bow spacing) for a hundred foot piece of plastic (leaving just under 15 feet for each end wall).  We have just constructed a 108’ long hoophouse to utilize 150’ plastic (we probably could have gone to 114’).

8. Make main walking paths next to the outside walls of your hoophouse.    This makes floating row cover management so much easier!  It is also the best utilization of the least valuable part of your hoophouse (Outside beds have more challenges with cold, moisture, and weeds).

9. Don’t use wood on the sides of your hoophouse.  Because of the condensation dripping down the inside of your plastic, untreated wood only lasts three or four years (max.).  We have now gone to all metal construction for the sides of our hoophouses (top of roll-up sides, bottom of roll-up sides/top of solid sidewall, and baseboard).  If you can afford it, make your endwalls out of metal too (although wooden endwalls last much longer than wooden sidewalls - not so much condensation drip)

10. Don’t waste your money on drop-down curtains.  Any designs we’ve seen (or used) for drop-down curtains are much too complicated, high maintenance, and expensive.  Plus, when the curtains are dropped, they just crumple up at the bottom and collect water, growing algae and mosquito larvae. 

11. Construct your sidewalls with a solid piece of plastic on the bottom and your roll-up sides on the top.  We usually split our sidewalls in half (horizontally).   This gives you the benefits of drop-down curtains without the drawbacks mentioned above.  It also helps keep rabbits and other critters from coming in the sides.

12. Don’t complicate your roll-up sides.  You don’t need fancy gearboxes and paraphernalia!  Just a simple purlin and homemade handle is all you need (see pictures for our design).

13. If you can afford it, use heavier duty woven greenhouse material for side walls and curtains.  These areas tend to get the most wear and tear and regular plastic doesn’t last as long as it will on the rest of the hoophouse.

14. Don’t try to crowd too much into your hoophouses.  Although you want to maximize your growing space, you can make things so intensive that it’s not fun to work in there.  We are learning to leave some “elbow room” along the sidewalls (see #8) and on the ends.

15. Run your beds North/South.  Although there are differing views on hoophouse orientation (we have some running North/South and others running East/West), we like to orient our beds North/South.  This gives more even sun exposure for tall crops.  So, in some of our hoophouses we have beds running the length of the house, and others we have the beds running the width of the house.  There are pros and cons for each way.
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