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—  Overview  —
***A note from the author: Toolkits are short, sweet, and easily digested, but if you want a great, in-depth accounting of Community Supported Agriculture and the workings of CSA farms in the U.S., you simply must read Sharing the Harvest: a Citizen’s Guide to Community Supported Agriculture by Elizabeth Henderson and Robyn Van En (pub. Chelsea Green).  It’s a great primer and will help you to refine any remaining questions you may have about starting your own CSA — and there’s a wonderful resource section at the end!
Other excellent options available to farmers considering forming a CSA are the Growing Growers workshop on CSA held every year as part of their apprenticeship program (workshops are open to the public for a small fee; see www.growinggrowers.org for more information), and the CSA Mini-School offered as part of the Great Plains Vegetable Growers Conference held annually in January.
Purpose of this Guide:

This guide is for a farmer or alliance of farmers who want to start a CSA for eaters in his/her/their community or market area.
What is Community Supported Agriculture?
CSA is a partnership of mutual commitment between a farm and a community of supporters which provides a direct link between the production and consumption of food.  Supporters cover the farm’s yearly operating budget by purchasing a share of the season’s harvest.  (Here in Kansas City, produce CSAs usually distribute every week during the growing season (generally May through October, though some of the KCCSAC’s member farms are starting to offer Autumn CSAs).  Meat CSAs tend to run year-round, with members receiving distributions either weekly or bi-weekly.)  CSA members make a commitment to support the farm throughout the season and assume the costs, risks and bounty of growing food along with the farmer or grower.  In paying for their shares, CSA members help pay for seeds, fertilizer, water, equipment maintenance, labor, etc.  In return, the farm provides, to the best of its ability, a healthy supply of seasonal fresh produce throughout the growing season.  Becoming a member creates a responsible relationship between people and the food they eat, the land on which it is grown, and those who grow it.

Shared Risk

Many times, the idea of shared risk is part of what creates a sense of community among members, and between CSA members and their farmer.  If a hailstorm takes out all the peppers, everyone is disappointed together, and together cheer on the winter squash and broccoli.  Most CSA farmers feel a great sense of responsibility to their members, and when certain crops are scarce, they make sure the CSA gets served first.  Still, it is worth noting that very occasionally things go wrong on a farm, like they do in any kind of business, and the expected is not delivered, and members feel let down.  It might have been a catastrophic divorce, or an unexpected illness or death in the family.  Or the weather was abominable, or the farmer was inexperienced and got in over his/her head.

In our experience, if the situation seems regrettable but reasonable — a bad thing which in good faith could have happened to anyone — and the CSA farmer keeps communications open and honest with his/her members, most CSA members will rally, if they already know and trust the farmer.  These people are more likely to take the long view, especially if they have received an abundance of produce in the past.  They are naturally more likely to think “It’ll be better next year” than are new members who have nothing to compare a dismal experience to.

This mutually-supportive relationship between local farmers and community members helps create an economically stable farm operation in which members are assured the highest quality produce, often at below-retail prices.  In return, farmers and growers are guaranteed a reliable market for a diverse selection of crops and a fair income for their labor.  
�  Adapted from LocalHarvest.org
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