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Introduction

When tillage begins, other arts follow. 
Farmers are the founders 

of human civilization.
—Daniel Webster

WHAT IS AN URBAN CSA?
Community-supported agriculture (CSA) is way of sustaining farming and farmers by ensuring that a 
farmer has a market for his crops. Consumers who are interested in safe, wholesome, locally grown food 
come together to support a farm operation, creating a community farm in which all the “shareholders” share 
the risks and benefits of food production on a local level.

The Enright Ridge CSA is urban because it is entirely within the city limits of Cincinnati, Ohio. It be-
gan in February 2009 as project of the Enright Ridge Urban EcoVillage (ERUEV), a community of people 
who are dedicated to sustainable living in an urban neigh-
borhood called Price Hill, not far from downtown Cin-
cinnati. The ERUEV promotes social and economic well- 
being while contributing to the preservation of our planet. 
Its residents are building a new way of life on the foun-
dations of a beautiful historic area with affordable homes, 
acres of forest that surround the ridge, and a traditionally 
strong sense of community to create a safe, healthy, and 
ecologically sound neighborhood.

The ERUEV has been working for years to create a 
sustainable city neighborhood, and the urban farm project 
is part of that vision. It is headquartered at a former florist’s 
greenhouse near the EcoVillage, but the CSA is also open 
to anyone in the Cincinnati area who is interested in help-
ing to grow food locally.

CSAs take many forms, and the Enright Ridge CSA 
farm project was established as a work co-operative, with 

The Enright Urban EcoVillage is a sustainable 
living project in Cincinnati, Ohio
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members sharing the work of grow-
ing food in backyards and the com-
munity. We currently grow produce 
more than six months a year and 
provide food for approximately 200 
people with garden and farm plots 
that add up to about an acre of land.

Members pay a fee and agree 
to work a minimum number of 
hours during the year for a share 
of the bounty from May to Octo-
ber (though we do also have some 
nonwork shares). The CSA grows a 
variety of produce, including many 
kinds of greens and herbs, eggplant, 
tomatoes, beets, carrots, peppers, 
beans, broccoli, cabbage, garlic, po-
tatoes, squash, and more. Member 
shares are available for pickup every 
Saturday morning during the grow-
ing season at the greenhouse, which 
serves as a distribution center as well 
as a plant nursery.

We continue to grow, adding 
more land and more members. Our 
goal is to continue our own success 
with this community-based urban agriculture project while working to develop a network that will encour-
age other communities in Cincinnati and elsewhere to create their own CSAs.

That is why we have created this manual, so we can share our successes and the knowledge we have 
acquired over the several years our CSA has been in operation. We would like to see CSAs in every neigh-
borhood across the country. This manual will help you get a CSA started in your own part of the world.

HOW AN URBAN CSA DIFFERS  
FROM OTHER KINDS OF CSAS
An urban co-op CSA like Enright Ridge is unique for several reasons:

u We grow our produce in small plots in an urban setting.

u We’re a co-operative, member-supported organization with a professional farm staff.

u We are an outgrowth of an established ecovillage in the area.

u We operate as a nonprofit.

u Our intensive farm production methods have helped make our urban CSA successful.

CSA members work with the farm staff to grow produce in several 
plots of land that make up the urban farm (Photo: ERUEV)
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The main thing that distinguishes our CSA is that it represents a group effort to grow food sustainably 

with limited resources. That is, our land and finances are limited, but we have discovered that our members 
provide us with an almost endless source of other types of resources. 

Rather than depending on one farmer and one farm (at a distance from our urban homes) to provide us 
with food during the growing season, we’ve taken the initiative to grow our own food, right here in the city. 
We believe that our strength is in the members who make up the CSA and contribute their work hours, as well 
as a dedicated core committee that guides the project and a hard-working staff of farmers who organize and 
oversee our farm plots. This co-operative approach is what sets us apart and what we think is worth sharing.

WHAT’S IN THIS MANUAL
Our main goal in creating this manual is to present our vision of the future in food production that brings 
farming back to the local level. Our CSA model is oriented toward training more farmers to help establish 
many neighborhood CSAs that will involve the people who benefit from the produce being grown in their 
communities.

The manual, as well as additional references provided, will guide you through the steps involved in starting 
a successful urban CSA. The text is divided into chapters that cover the basics of running a successful CSA:

Chapter 1: Is an Urban Co-op CSA Right for Your Neighborhood?  This chapter provides some 
thoughtful discussion of how to decide if an urban farm project will be successful in your com-
munity. It explains the urban co-operative model of farming and also gives examples of other 
types of CSAs.
Chapter 2: Finding Sites for Your CSA  If you are going to farm, you need a place to grow plants. 
Those areas where you plan to grow need some basic amenities, such as water. You also need a 

Tending early crops planted in our greenhouse, which also allows us to start seedlings for  
succession planting, discussed in more detail in Chapter 5
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place or a method for starting seedlings, a place to distribute what you grow, and you 
may need to consider zoning and land value issues.
Chapter 3: Finding People to Join Your CSA  After you have a place for your CSA, you 
need members to make it work. This chapter gives some advice on how to recruit 
members and what motivates people to become part of an urban CSA. There is also 
information about how to determine share sizes and pricing, how to retain the mem-
bers who join, and how to determine if members are satisfied with the CSA.
Chapter 4: The Business Side: Manging and Financing Your CSA   It’s not all about 
growing the produce; you will also need people who are proficient at managing a 
complex operation, as well as people who are skilled at finding startup and operating 
funds. This chapter also covers staffing, coordinating volunteers, creating budgets, and 
insurance and liability issues.
Chapter 5: Growing Your Produce  Now to the meat of the matter—or the vegetables, 
more precisely. This chapter gives an overview of production methods and provides 
many resources that can help you plan, plant, and reap the bounty that your members 
will enjoy. Other topics covered include soil and bed preparation, irrigation and pest 
control, composting, harvesting, and tools and equipment.
Chapter 6: Distributing Your Produce  The final step is getting the produce you’ve 
grown to your members. You need to organize a place and a schedule for members to 
pick up their share of the harvest, and you need the produce to be prepared following 
GAP (Good Agriculture Practices) and food safety guidelines. You also need to have 
a set policy for members to follow when picking up their produce to make it equally 
convenient for those preparing the produce and those picking it up.
Chapter 7: Communications  You will need to keep in touch with your members; in 
a co-operative CSA, this is especially important, because you need members to be 
available for work assignments as well as keeping them abreast of information about 
what is being harvested. Electronic communication, such as a website and social me-
dia, is almost mandatory, but you can also use traditional methods of communication 
to get the word out.
Chapter 8: Beyond the Farm  When you are ready to start signing up members and 
growing your first crops, there are a few odds and ends you’ll need to consider. This 
chapter also provides information about the long-range effects of starting an urban 
CSA—how it can establish value chains of support services that can lead to commu-
nity building and even job creation. 

At the end of the manual, there are forms that you can use for planning your urban CSA and a 
bibliography of print and electronic resources for reference.

STARTING YOUR OWN URBAN CSA— 
WHY WOULD YOU WANT TO?
This manual provides step-by-step guidance to start your own urban, co-operative CSA. We want 
to encourage people everywhere to start community-supported urban agriculture projects. People 
need to reconnect with the earth and with the food supply it provides. Food doesn’t come from 



introduCtion �

C
opyright ©

 2013 E
nright R

idge U
rban E

coV
illage C

SA

grocery stores; it comes from seeds and soil and sun, and the gap between food production and food con-
sumption has caused serious problems in our society. There is a need in our world today to work toward 
more local sources for food.

The Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture in Iowa 
produced a study titled “Food, Fuel, and Freeways” that used 
U.S. Department of Agriculture data to find out how far 
produce traveled to what is termed a terminal market, where 
brokers and wholesalers buy produce to sell to grocery stores 
and restaurants. The results of the study were not surprising 
to the researchers, but it might startle you to learn that “fresh” 
produce in the United States travels an average of 1,400 miles 
to market!

During World War II, food and other consumer goods 
were rationed as part of the war effort. The government encouraged people to plant Victory Gardens, to pro-
vide food locally for their own families so that many products—not just food, but also fuel and rubber used 
for truck tires, both needed to move food from farms to customers—could be conserved. Such practices 
came easily to people who had lived through a major economic depression in the previous decade. But after 
the war, there was a turnaround. Industries wanted to maintain and increase their markets, and consumer-
ism—buying rather than producing what your family needed—became more common and was encouraged 
through advertising.  We have been trained to be overly consumptive as a matter of personal and national 
pride, but it is time for another change, to become producers again, not just consumers.

New York City had dairy and vegetable farms within its urban area through the late 19th and early 
20th centuries.  Cities like Paris had sustainable agriculture more than a century ago. The “French-inten-
sive” method of growing vegetables by adding large amounts of compost annually to densely planted raised 
beds—was developed in the crowded inner-city neighborhoods (the arrondissements) of 19th century Paris. 
It is time we all started thinking about where our food comes from and how it is grown.

CSA members enjoy a variety of fresh local produce, 
including some they may never have tried before

Supermarket produce often lacks variety and most of it 
travels a long way from field to store

Study results were reported by the  
Center for Urban Education about Sus-
tainable Agriculture (CUESA)   http:// 
www.cuesa.org/page/how-far-does-
your-food-travel-get-your-plate.

DIG DEEPER
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For more current examples, we might turn to the urban farms sprouting up on abandoned proper-

ties around Detroit, and Will Allen’s Growing Power operations in Milwaukee and Chicago. The 
benefits of locally grown food are many:

u Fresh food is healthier and helps people make con-
nections among available food, diet, and nutrition.

u Instead of depending on grapes from Chile or toma-
toes from Mexico, you eat what is in season in your 
area—radishes and turnips and greens in May, straw-
berries and kale in June, tomatoes and squash in Au-
gust. You can buy peaches in December, but consider 
the hidden costs of transporting those peaches 5,000 
miles or more from South America to Ohio. Members of a CSA enjoy eating well and have the 
satisfaction of knowing what they eat has been grown locally and sustainably.

u You can extend the season for eating local food by learning to can, dry, and freeze the produce that 
comes in abundantly during the growing season, preserving it to eat during the winter months.

u Members also have the opportunity to learn new farm and garden methods, tool use, and green-
house operation, as well as skills in composting, harvesting, pest management, and soil and bed 
preparation.

u Other benefits of membership in a CSA include fostering a sense of community through social 
events, developing a newsletter and using social media to share recipes and information about pre-
paring, preserving, and storing the produce.

WHO IS THIS MANUAL FOR?
This project, which includes a manual, a training program for farmers, and consultation assistance for neigh-
borhoods contemplating the establishment of their own urban CSAs, is intended for people living in urban 
areas who are interested in working together to establish a strong community through locally grown food.

People in urban areas have a unique opportunity to pursue agricultural projects that use efficient and 
highly productive methods to create sustainable gardens to feed themselves and their neighbors. Working 
co-operatively, this is an achievable goal.

If you want to eat better, save money, get healthier, live more sustainably, help your local economy, and 
make a positive impact in your community, think about starting an urban CSA. It offers more value for your 
food dollar, because the food moves directly from the farm or garden to the consumer. All the middlemen 
and extra costs—the costs of shipping, the added profits of brokers and retailers, the salaries of lobbyists for 
big agricultural interests—disappear if you grow your own food in or near your own neighborhood. 

The food you receive will be fresher than anything you get at a supermarket, and the selection will be 
more diverse, too. Over the course of the season, a CSA farm usually grows more types of vegetables than 
found at a grocery store. You’ll have the chance to try vegetables and varieties that you might not otherwise 
find or buy, from leeks and celeriac to daikon and bok choi. You’ll find out just how tasty some produce 
you’ve never heard of can be when it’s fresh and well prepared. 

So, the answer is—this manual is for you, when you decide that growing fresh food in your urban neigh-
borhood is the answer to how to help your community thrive. You’ll eat better, and the result is a noticeable 
improvement in your own well-being and the well-being of your community.

Find out more about Will Allen’s urban 
farm projects at www.growingpower.org 
and see the video Urban Roots to learn 
more about inner-city agriculture in 
Detroit (www.urbanrootsamerica.com). 

DIG DEEPER
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WHY DID WE CREATE THIS MANUAL?
The Enright Ridge CSA was no more than a dream of one of the EcoVillage members for more than two 
decades. When a greenhouse in the neighborhood became available and a professional farmer made his 
home in the EcoVillage, it seemed like the time was finally right. The CSA has been growing every year, and 
it has garnered a lot of local publicity. People want to learn how to grow their own food and so we want to 
help other neighborhoods start successful community-supported agriculture projects.

There was a learning curve for us as we got the operation up and running, and now we want to share 
what we’ve learned to make the process easier for people in other neighborhoods. Our hope is that one CSA 
will lead to another and another and another . . . until every neighborhood has people who are growing their 
own food.

HOW TO USE THIS MANUAL AND ITS RESOURCES
We kept this manual short intentionally; there are some aspects of starting and maintaining a CSA that ap-
ply no matter where you are and what you grow. But there are also a lot of facets that will be unique to your 
community and your group. We can’t provide an exact blueprint of how every new CSA will be organized, 
nor could we expect that simply giving you the details of our urban farm project will cover everything you 

need to know. Instead, we pro-
vide an overview of the main 
steps in starting and running 
a co-operative CSA, with links 
and references to point you 
to more. There are electronic 
and print resources that will 
tell you much more about the 
crops that are suited for your 
area, for example; you can also 
refer to knowledgeable sources 
for more information about soil 
testing, zoning regulations, and 
financial guidelines that are 
applicable to your community 
and your situation.

We’ve included some il-
lustrations and tables to give 
you information in a visual way, 
and also have included sample 
forms and charts in an appen-
dix that you may find useful for 
planning.

Take advantage of all the 
outside resources you need to 
find information suited to your 

Growing fresh food in your urban neighborhood is good for your health and 
good for the community
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situation, with this manual as your advisor. The Enright Ridge CSA staff and committee members are 
also available to answer specific questions and provide consulting services. We are committed to the 
idea of urban farming, and someday we would like to see a 
successful CSA in every city neighborhood.

Now it’s time to take the first step, deciding if an urban 
co-op CSA is right for your neighborhood. There are other 
types of community-supported agriculture you might also 
consider, but whatever path you follow, we wish you good luck 
and great food in your future.  n

Contact the Enright Ridge CSA by e-mail 
at info@enright-csa.org.

DIG DEEPER


