
Urban Agriculture
Urban agriculture pioneers are taking action 
in their communities, growing not only fresh, 
healthy produce, but increasing opportunity 
and knowledge and improving the beauty of 
their neighborhoods. 

Through community gardens, produce is 
being grown and donated to those who need 
it and children and adults are learning about 
agriculture first-hand. Farmer’s markets are 
offering easy-access to fresh foods in areas 
where grocery stores are miles away and are 
providing new income streams for residents.

The USDA Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) serves all agriculture – large 
to small, conventional to organic, rural to 
urban. As American agriculture continues to 
grow in new directions, NRCS conservation 
assistance is growing along with it. By bringing 
cultivation and opportunity to both rural and 
urban areas, we address many needs -- 
Restoring the health of the soil. Restoring the 
health of people. 

Why High Tunnels? 
NRCS can help producers integrate high 
tunnels into their operations and provide 
financial assistance through the Environmental 
Quality Incentives Program (EQIP).

While they may look like greenhouses, 
high tunnels are actually quite different. 
Greenhouses are usually constructed of glass 
and metal, with plants grown in pots above the 
ground. High tunnels are polyethylene, plastic 
or fabric covered hoop structures that can 
be assembled for a fraction of the cost, with 
plants grown in raised beds or grown directly 
in the ground.

Because the growing conditions are controlled, 
plant health is optimized. High tunnels protect 
plants from severe weather and allow farmers 
to extend their growing seasons – growing 
earlier into the spring, later into the fall, and 
sometimes, year-round. And because high 
tunnels prevent direct rainfall from reaching 
plants, farmers can use precise tools like 
drip irrigation to efficiently deliver water and 
nutrients to plants. High tunnels also offer 
farmers a greater ability to control pests 
and can even protect plants from pollen and 
pesticide drift.

A number of soil health practices can be used 
in high tunnels, including cover crops and 
crop rotations, which also prevent erosion, 
suppress weeds, increase soil water content, 
and break pest cycles.

Perhaps the best thing about high tunnels 
is that they help farmers provide their 
communities with healthy local food for much 
of the year – food that requires less energy 
and transportation inputs and provides 
communities with greater food security.
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Cincinnati High Tunnel 
Initiative
NRCS has worked to increase urban 
agriculture opportunities through the High 
Tunnel System Initiative, a program that 
provides financial and technical assistance to 
urban producers to grow food year-round.   

In 2019, the City of Cincinnati acted to 
encourage urban agriculture by:

• Streamlining urban agriculture policies in the
zoning code into one single chapter

• Making it easier for residents and businesses
to establish community gardens and urban
farms, compost food waste, and keep animals
for farming purposes

• Modifying the zoning code to allow farm
stand sales in certain areas

Goals
Twenty-five percent of Cincinnati residents live 
in “food deserts,” areas with limited access to 
food near their homes. USDA created a map 
of food desert areas within Cincinnati to help 
target the areas most in need of access to 
fresh, nutritious sources of food.

The goal of the initiative is to assist growers 
with funding for a project that otherwise may 
be inaccessible, and most importantly, to 
increase fresh food production and strengthen 
food security within the city.

NRCS takes into consideration environmental 
factors when assessing land eligibility for a 
high tunnel, including drainage, erosion and 
runoff potential, irrigation needs and capability 
of the site for production.

The first application period for the Cincinnati 
High Tunnel Initiative took place in March 
2020. Four applications were received in its 
inaugural year, and all four were funded at 
the 90 percent payment rate allowable for 
beginning or historically underserved farmers.

In 2021, NRCS received eight applications for 
FY21 funding. NRCS accepts applications 
year-round, however, applications signed and 
submitted after the deadline will be evaluated 
for the next fiscal year funding.

The agency is always looking for interested 
growers and we encourage you to contact the 
local NRCS High Tunnel representative in 
your area to get started today! Previous 
applicants have included a variety of 
candidates including a farming cooperative, 
nonprofits, female- and minority-owned small 
businesses and others.  [Ohio]
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Interested 
in Building 
Your Own 
High 
Tunnel? 

Seasonal high 
tunnels allow 
growers to 
extend their 
growing season 
year-round, with 
multi-cropping 
cycles. 

Contact Lori 
Lenhart for more 
information on 
Cincinnati’s high 
tunnel program, 
including 
eligibility 
and funding 
opportunities:  

• 614-653-3460
• Lori.

Lenhart@
usda.gov




