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Chapter 1

Is an Urban Co-op CSA Right  
for Your Neighborhood?

If you and other people in your community have begun questioning your food sources, preferring to 
buy fresh food from seasonal or established farmers’ markets, or have been lamenting the lack of fresh 
produce near where you live, it’s time to start thinking about starting (or at least joining) a commu-
nity-supported agriculture project.

A SHORT HISTORY OF CO-OPERATIVE FARMING
CSAs first appeared in the 1960s in Europe, when farmers and customers formed co-operative partner-

ships that were designed to provide financial support that would allow farmers to grow their crops using 
ecological and sustainable practices. The co-operatives were also inspired by economic ideas of social equity, 
with a goal of providing safe and healthy food to as many people as possible.

In Japan, a group of mothers concerned about the decreasing number of farms and farmers and the 
increasing amount of imported food began forming farming collectives called teikei, which translates as 
“co-operative.”

The idea of co-operative farming came to the United States in the mid-1980s. The term community-
supported agriculture was coined to describe a co-operative farm project that began in New Hampshire at 
that time, and in the past three decades, thousands of such farms have been organized in the United States 
and Canada. Though most of them are in rural or semi-rural areas, CSAs have become increasingly popular 
in urban areas. Intensive farming methods that require small plots of land to grow a reasonable amount of 
produce have made the urban CSA is a great idea whose time has arrived.

Farming looks mighty easy when  
your plow is a pencil and you’re  
a thousand miles from the corn.

—Dwight D. Eisenhower
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The Urban Co-operative Model 
An urban CSA provides the opportunity to grow our own food literally in our own backyards. A well- 

designed CSA in an urban community can produce a significant amount of food in a relatively small 
area using a professional farmer. The food will be high quality—organic if you choose—
and the model provides a chance to “get your hands dirty” 
growing the food you eat. It can also serve as an economic 
engine and a way to build community cohesiveness, pro-
viding employment to a farmer and sometimes other staff, 
and creating a bond between neighbors who work together 
farming.

There are a lot of great reasons to start an urban CSA, but 
it is also a lot of hard work. You are building a farm literally 
from the ground up, in an area that may not have had farming 
activity in decades. And you won’t just be farming—you will 
also be developing a business, and to be successful, you must run it as a business.  However, as a co-operative, 
the members own the business, and they are committed to its success.

Communal farming is not a new idea—for millennia,  people around the world have worked together to raise 
the food they need to survive (Detail from FlemiSh DairY, Jan Brueghel; Prado Museum, Madrid)

Research shows that 20 to 30 shares 
per acre is reasonable, but it is pos-
sible to grow more with intensive 
farming techniques—as much as 40 or 
50 shares per acre.

WHAT’S THE BUZZ
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As with any business, you will face challenges setting up an urban CSA—but there will be benefits as 

well. You must think about the resources you have, the resources you need, and the resources you can ac-
quire—land, water, seeds, and tools, but also experience, committed members, and financial support. Some 
of the challenges will include:

u Selecting a suitable location, near your potential shareholders and with enough arable land,  
access to water, and a potential distribution site

u Diverse crop production—growing as many as 30 different kinds of greens and vegetables—to 
provide shareholders with a variety of produce throughout the growing season

u Ensuring there is adequate labor to accomplish the farming, distribution, and management tasks 
including planting, tending, harvesting, cleaning, and distribution of crops every week

u Identifying volunteers with skills to assist in the business-side tasks, such as managing the  
finances, recruiting and retaining members, and setting up channels of communication  

 You will see some benefits from an urban CSA immediately, and others will emerge over the years:

u Members share fresh, healthy food grown sustain-
ably in their own neighborhood

u One or more farmers (and apprentice farmers) will 
be gainfully employed in your community

u Financial risks of the farm and the business are shared 
among many people

u Relationships form between members, encouraging a 
sense of community and building a stronger neighbor-
hood

In some CSAs, the farmer makes all of the production and 
business decisions—the shareholders pay for their share at the 
beginning of the season, and then their only responsibility is picking up their produce on distribution days. 
An urban co-op CSA asks more of its members, who are involved in decision making and must assist in 
many of the tasks that keep the farm going.  Now it’s time to start planning.

PLANNING YOUR CSA
Before you begin to develop your CSA plan consider these questions: How will you take advantage of the 
resources unique to your community—personnel and natural resources? What challenges will you face? How 
is your community/your market different from others, and how can you leverage these differences to your 
advantage? Are there currently enough/varied alternatives for purchasing fresh and local food nearby?

You also need to think about the financial and business side of the CSA: What are your financial goals, 
sources of funding, and potential member pool? Estimate your annual operating costs as you plan. Do you 
have potential leadership personnel as well as people to turn to with the farming ability, marketing skills, 
financial know-how, and other specialties required to set up a successful urban CSA?

Start small and grow slowly to ensure 
that your limited resources can effi-
ciently grow enough produce to satisfy 
your members. Starting small also 
makes it easier to manage the volun-
teer labor of  members doing the work 
on the farm and handling the business 
and management tasks.

WHAT’S THE BUZZ
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 Ten Planning Steps for an Urban Co-op CSA
1. Even though it is a co-operative, one or two people must take the initiative and be the point 

person(s) for the project. This person or persons will be the driving force to make it happen.  
Eventually, a lead committee or core group will form to direct the CSA, but that committee 
requires leadership. 

2. Developing the CSA requires a relatively long-term commitment.  The Enright Ridge CSA was 
unusual in that we were up and running within a six-month period, but it has taken several seasons 
to get it working at full strength. Over the years, the leadership may change, but it will be an 
ongoing necessity. We have learned that the farmers do not have the time and energy to both farm 
and do the day-to-day work of running the CSA. There are many things members can do to help 
in the success of the CSA. These co-operative tasks are mentioned briefly here and will be covered 
in more depth in following chapters of this manual.

3. Having a committee to work on the project is important. Unless there is someone willing to spend 
half to full time creating the CSA, a committee will be needed to plan and organize.

4. One of the first tasks is to find land. There are backyards, fields, and vacant lots spread throughout 
our cities that can be used to grow food with a reasonable amount of preparation.  Identifying these 
places and gaining access to using them is a high priority. See Chapter 2, “Finding Sites for Your 
CSA,” for more about this topic.

Farmers at work transplanting early spring seedlings in the Enright CSA greenhouse (Photo: Jim Schenk)
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5. Finding a farmer is also critical. There is a shortage of farmers who have experience with urban 

CSAs, so it will be challenging to find someone (and this position will almost certainly be a paid 
employee), but the act of creating your urban CSA ensures that there are more opportunities for 
such farmers and will encourage more people to seek training for such jobs. The Enright Ridge 
CSA has been actively involved in creating a training and internship program for people who want 
to learn to be urban farmers as a way to help fill this gap. Chapter 4, “The Business Side: Financing 
and Managing Your CSA,” has more about hiring farm staff.

6. Getting people to join the CSA as members is also high on the priority list. You need to determine 
how many members you can handle in the first year. This number will be determined by the amount 
of land, the availability and ability of the farmer, and the amount of funds you have to launch the 
CSA. Word of mouth is often the best place to start. You are enthusiastic about the project, and 
when you tell friends and family and encourage them to tell other people about the CSA, the word 
will get out. Chapter 3, “Finding People to Join Your CSA,” will give you more ideas about how to 
recruit members.

7. More formal methods of communication are also important. Consider developing a brochure, 
creating a website, distributing fliers, and having articles published about the project in local 
newspapers to spread the word. You also need to keep in touch with members. Chapter 7, 
“Communications,” provides additional information about how to market your CSA and keep 
your current members informed of what’s happening.

8. Like all new businesses, having sufficient capital to get started is helpful. It may take time for the 
CSA to reach the point of providing for itself. Money is an important resource, but there are also 
others. Some of the land, for instance, may be donated, or members may allow use of land they 
own for one or more seasons. Free sources of compost for enriching the soil may be available, and 
vehicles may be donated to carry materials. Other CSAs may be able to provide resources like 
greenhouse space.  Some people may want to volunteer their time to work as farmers, or members 
may be willing to provide equipment. Many resources may be out there that do not require an 
outlay of money.  However, funds will be needed to get the CSA underway.  You will need to 
pay the farmer (unless the farmer is willing to volunteer his or her time), buy seeds and fertilizer, 
and buy or rent some equipment. It is important to have a budget, a bank account, someone who 
understands finances, and insurance. Chapter 4, “The Business Side: Financing and Managing 
Your CSA,” goes into more detail about the financial and managerial side of the CSA.

9. Determining the type of food to be grown is also an important task. Although introducing some 
new foods can be exciting, the majority of the crops you grow should be familiar items that members 
want to cook and eat. It’s important to involve members in planning in a significant way. Chapter 
5, “Growing Your Produce,” talks more about planning what to grow, and Chapter 3, “Finding 
People to Join Your CSA” has some tips on how to survey members. 

10. You also need to work out how and where the CSA will distribute the food it grows. You may use 
a public facility or set up in a member’s garage. There are also questions to consider about how to 
display the food, whether it is sold by weight or item, and if it is packed in advance or members 
will pack their own shares. You also have to think about how and where to store the food between 
harvest and distribution. Chapter 6, “Distributing the Produce,” will help you determine how to 
approach many of these logistical problems.

Think these issues through thoroughly as you consider the decision to start your own CSA. 
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OTHER MODELS

Although this book is about urban co-operative 
agriculture projects, there is no set way to organize 
a CSA. Think of community-supported farming as 
a frame—the picture within the frame can change 
drastically, but generally speaking, it’s always art. In 
the same way, calling something a CSA is a way to 
frame the discussion and inspire communities to 
work together with local farmers to create sustain-
able food options where they live.

First let’s take a look at what you might want 
your CSA to do for you. A community-supported 
agriculture project could . . .

. . . grow vegetables in yards and hoop houses 
to supply a weekly box of produce for mem-
bers throughout the year

. . . help run an established organic farm and 
support the farm’s shop or produce stand

. . . sponsor the care and maintenance of an es-
tablished orchard or vineyard and share in 
the harvest of its fruit

. . . rent a plot of land, enlist the services of 
a farmer, and have her grow vegetables on 
your behalf

. . . create a collaborative with a local bakery, 
dairy farmer, and poultry farmer to receive a regular supply of eggs, cheese, and bread

. . . and almost limitless other possibilities!
Common methods of organizing community-supported agriculture projects include

u Farmer-driven, or farmer co-operative CSAs, organized and run by entrepreneurial farmers

u Community or consumer-organized gardens

u Church- or school-sponsored farms or gardens

Entrepreneurial Farmer CSAs
The most traditional form of CSA involves a farmer with land who produces vegetables and other food 

products for a group of committed members who pay for their share of the bounty in advance, providing 
stability and financial support for agriculture in your community and sharing the risks inherent in farming 
among all of the members, including the farmer.

Most commonly, they are organized by the farmer, who sells subscriptions. In its most structured form, 
such an operation has a common-pricing system based on an established budget, so the farmer’s costs are 
covered, she earns a reasonable wage for her work, and the risks and rewards of farming are shared. That is, 

Community-supported agriculture can take many dif-
ferent forms, including supporting an established vine-
yard or orchard to promote permaculture in your area
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the members do not pay directly per pound of produce, but instead pay a set price in advance and receive a 
share of as much (or as little) as the farm produces each week of what is ready to harvest.

This approach eliminates the need for the farmer to market her goods and thus saves time and 
labor, allowing the farmer to focus on quality care of the soils and crops and serving custom-
ers by producing a good variety of food that people want 
to eat. It provides financial stability for the farmer based 
on thorough planning and a well-conceived budget. There 
were more than 15,000 CSAs in the United States and 
Canada in 2010, and the majority of them are based on this 
kind of model.

Community or Civic Gardens
A community garden is a single piece of land gardened collectively by a group of people. Community 

gardens provide fresh produce and give participants a sense of accomplishment through their labor in grow-
ing and harvesting the crops. They also create a connection to the environment and can promote community 
building and neighborhood improvement. Some community gardens are owned jointly by their members, 
others are owned and leased by local governments, and some are held in trust and managed by nonprofit 
associations.

Community gardens can vary widely, from small Victory Gardens with plots of common vegetables, 
to minimal street beautification planters on urban street corners, to extensive projects intended to preserve 

In the Cincinnati area, there are many 
traditional CSAs, many of  them listed 
in the Central Ohio River Valley (CORV) 
food guide, at www.eatlocalcorv.org.

DIG DEEPER

Hillside Community Garden (www.hillsidegardendelhi.com) at Mt. St. Joseph College in suburban  
Cincinnati has created an informal community garden where anyone who volunteers to help can share in the 
bounty  (Photo: Amy Matthews Stross/Hillside Community Garden)
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natural areas. In England, a former Victorian mill town in Yorkshire called Todmorden uses every 
bit of public space to grow food. There are apple trees along the old canal towpath, carrots and kale 
growing in raised beds in front of the police department, 
beans and peas planted on the college green, and cherries 
and raspberries surrounding the supermarket parking lot. 
People help themselves to what they want; there is no or-
ganized distribution. And so far it has worked out fine—the 
townspeople have found that, at least in Todmorden, people 
are decent and only take what they can use. 

Community gardens can bring out the best in people, and 
they also go a long way in improving the planet. They can help 
alleviate one effect of climate change, which is expected to 
cause a global decline in agricultural output, making fresh produce increasingly unaffordable. Community 
gardens create a sense of food security in urban communities, and locally grown food decreases reliance on 
fossil fuels to transport food from large agribusiness farms; it also reduces use of fossil fuels to drive agricul-
tural machinery on those huge corporate farms.

Then there are the health benefits of community gardens, the driving force behind organizations such 
as Closing the Health Gap in Cincinnati (http://closingthehealthgap.org). By encouraging community gar-
dens in inner-city neighborhoods, nonprofits such as these encourage people to eat better, consuming the 

fresh vegetables they have grown themselves, and also pro-
vides a form of exercise for the people doing the gardening. 
Neighborhoods that work together on community projects 
like gardens also experience less crime and vandalism. A re-
port on the benefits of community gardens is available on-
line (http://www.communitygarden.org/docs/learn/articles/ 
multiple_benefits.pdf). 

In Detroit, Chicago, Milwaukee, and other American 
cities, vacant lots and abandoned areas in neighborhoods 
have been turned into productive gardens. In other towns, 
community gardens are regarded as a recreational amenity 

and are included in public parks. Some community gardens are worked collectively, with everyone pitching 
in to grow crops that they then share; others are split into clearly divided plots, each managed by a different 
gardener (or group or family). 

Church- or School-Sponsored Farms and Gardens

Church- and school-sponsored gardens are similar to community gardens, and in some cases these 
types overlap. For instance, Closing the Health Gap in Cincinnati has worked with the community of 
Avondale to establish a community garden behind a local church, and church members are among the most 
enthusiastic customers of the farmers’ market run by community garden members, many of whom are school 
children.

Schools present a particularly good opportunity to introduce community farming. Students, directed by 
teachers or volunteers, learn not only how to grow their own food, but also form a connection to the earth 

Read more about the Todmorden experi-
ment in growing food in public spaces 
at http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/
article-2072383/Eccentric-town- 
Todmorden-growing-ALL-veg.html.

DIG DEEPER

The Civic Garden Center of  Cincin-
nati (www.civicgardencenter.org) lists 
community gardens they sponsor and 
offers help in starting new community 
gardens in the area.

WHAT’S THE BUZZ
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and establish healthy eating habits. 
Dater Montessori School in West-
wood, a Cincinnati neighborhood, 
has vegetable gardens, cold frames, 
native plant gardens, a butterfly gar-
den, and an arboretum. Students 
who participate in a summer nature 
program at the school raise a vari-
ety of vegetables in raised beds and 
learn how to prepare what they grow 
when it is harvested.

State standards for education 
include many requirements for 
hands-on learning, and activities like 
gardening allow students to learn 
practical applications of lessons in 
science, health, and social studies. 
Any school with a little land around 
the building can encourage a lifelong 

connection with the earth by creating gardens and producing food sustainably. In some places, school gardens 
have become so large and productive that they actually supply the food used for school lunches. 

Other Options
Someday we want to see a CSA in every neighbor-

hood across the United States. But realistically, we know 
everyone isn’t ready to start their own CSA, or even begin 
community gardening tomorrow. There are other options:

u Join an existing CSA

u Shop at farmers’ markets

u Investigate fresh food delivery services

You could join an existing CSA today (or at least at the beginning of the next growing season). There are 
CSAs in our area, but there are far fewer urban CSAs—most are in rural and suburban areas. Still, it’s much 
easier to find a CSA than to start your own. In fact, if you are planning to start a CSA, we encourage you 
to join one first, to see how it works. This is a good idea, but not a necessity—when we started the Enright 
Ridge CSA, none of the original organizers had belonged to a CSA, but with hindsight we believe it would 
have been helpful if we had experienced one firsthand.

Alternately, you can begin buying more of your food from farmers’ markets. Here in Cincinnati, we are 
lucky to have an urban jewel called Findlay Market (www.findlaymarket.org), located in the historic Over 
the Rhine neighborhood. Findlay Market is more than 150 years old; it was established through a bequest 
from General James Findlay to the city of Cincinnati to establish a market house. The original market house 
still stands (though it received a major renovation a few years ago), housing independent merchants who 

Dater Montessori School ’s Nature Center (https://www.facebook.
com/DaterNatureCenter) uses vegetable gardens to educate students 
about the cycle of life as well as healthy eating habits (Photo: Susan 
VonderHaar, Dater Montessori Nature Center)

Find out more about the Alice Waters 
School Lunch Initiative—known as  
the Edible Schoolyard Project—at  
http://edibleschoolyard.org.

DIG DEEPER
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sell meat, cheese, seafood, spices, and other prod-
ucts. Area farmers set up stands around the mar-
ket house to sell produce in season. In addition to 
Findlay Market, the CORV Food Guide (http://
www.eatlocalcorv.org) can provide you with infor-
mation about dozens of other farmers’ markets in 
the Cincinnati area, and many other communities 
also have directories of farmers’ markets online.

Or you might want to try ordering food from 
a company like Green Bean Delivery that pur-
chases local and (sometimes) organic food and 
boxes it up for their customers. Even supermar-
kets have begun to label food that is produced lo-
cally, so with some care and forethought, you can 
choose to buy local and sustainably produced food 
from traditional sources.

All of these options existed when we began the 
Enright Ridge CSA, but we realized they didn’t 
provide the same sense of ownership, of hands-on 
involvement, of truly working toward expanding 
sustainable local food sources.  If the amount of 
work it takes to set up a CSA does not deter you, 
then we encourage you to “go for it”—start your 
own urban co-operative farm. n

Cincinnati’s Findlay Market supports small businesses 
and local growers with fresh food choices year round and 
a farmers’ market during the growing season


