
To reach diff e rent customers as well as
p rovide diversity to a traditional agricultural
market, Maryland producers need to devel-
op new and innovative ways of marketing
f a rm products. One successful technique
p resently being utilized in many nort h e a s t-
e rn states is the concept of community-
based marketing systems or Community-
S u p p o rted Agriculture (CSA). This system
encompasses concepts similiar to ro a d s i d e

markets, the farm e r ’s market system, and
d o o r-to-door marketing. The concept is pri-
marily based on mutual risk taking and pro-
duction support by the farmer and con-
s u m e r. Although many CSAs use similar
marketing concepts, each CSA is org a n i z e d
and operated independently to meet the
specific needs of the community that it
s e rves. CSAs can be, and often are commu-
nity driven and not just farmer driven. 
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CSA
B E N E F I T S
• Support of a healthy local economy

• Provide local families with a feeling of control over
the products their family members eat

• Building blocks for strong communities through
farm and family partnerships

• Connection with the urban community environment

• Provide local families with fresh, affordable food

• Hands-on learning through “working” shares



CSA: The basic premise 
CSAs provide a production subscription

market system that supplies communities
with fresh, affordable produce and other
farm products while providing local produc-
ers with a cash commitment from customers
that allows for a full season of production
and profit. With a predetermined, preseason
subscription payment, community families
purchase a “share” of a producer’s spring,
summer, and early fall harvests. These share
families receive a weekly supply of fresh pro-
duce during the course of the season. The
season may vary from 20 to 33 weeks
depending on the producer’s product mix
and production timing.  Each CSA farm sets
prices, product mix to be delivered, and
weekly delivery day in addition to pick-up
site and schedule arrangements.

Shared harvest—
Shared risks

As community families subscribe for
s h a res, they dedicate themselves as CSA
customers for that season’s harvest. On a
weekly basis they receive a diverse supply of
high quality, fresh produce. In addition
they are signing up for that season’s pro-
duction risks. If the harvest is abundant,
they receive the benefits of extra harv e s t
a l l o t m e n t s .
If severe
w e a t h e r,
insects, dis-
ease, or
other  pests
c a u s e
declines in
p ro d u c t i o n ,
c o m m u n i t y
s u b s c r i b e r s
have to
s h a re in
these losses in terms of reduced harv e s t
allotments. This phase of the mutual agre e-
ment fosters an excellent opportunity for
p roducers to educate urban communities
about the risk factors and other issues that
relate to food and its pro d u c t i o n .

In addition to risk sharing, consumers are
giving you, the producer of their harvest, a

type of interest-free loan to buy seed, fertiliz-
er and other necessary inputs at the begin-
ning of the production season. The CSA
arrangement also provides a guaranteed mar-
ket for your products.

Benefits of CSA
CSAs provide many benefits. They con-

tribute to a healthy local economy. CSA
f a rms connect farms with the urban and
suburban communities. They provide local
families with a feeling of control over pro d-
ucts their family members eat. CSAs pro v i d e
local families with fresh aff o rdable food.
Building blocks are established thro u g h
f a rm and family partnerships.  In some
cases there is “hands-on” learning thro u g h
“working” share s .

CSA disadvantages 
A disadvantage of CSAs include the

detailed decision making process to decide
which crops to grow and how to get enough
of these crops to satisfy customers. Although
labor will be discussed later, it is also a major
concern for many CSA farms. Not only is
harvest labor a concern but the labor
required to fill harvest bags and harvest dis-
tribution can be a time-consuming task.
Many farmers in CSAs have indicated that
record keeping for both state health depart-
ment and the CSA itself can be a tortious
endeavor. Oftentimes apprenticeships and
core groups can take care of some labor and
infrastructure issues. To avoid many disad-
vantages, forward thinking and careful plan-
ning is a must. 

Types of CSAs
As diff e rent as Maryland farms are from each

o t h e r, so are the various types of CSA pro d u c-
tion and marketing schemes. Two of the more
popular plans are p a rt i c i p a t o r y and far m e r -
d i rected CSAs. As the wording implies, the
p a rt i c i p a t o ry CSA can involve unlimited mem-
ber participation. Members can help pre p a re
budgets, plan crops to be grown and schedule
h a rvest and distribution arrangements. In
some CSAs members can even be involved in
the growing and harvesting of cro p s .

If, however, you are not one for member
involvement, a farmer-directed CSA may be
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more to your liking. This CSA allows you,
the farmer, to decide crops, harvest sche-
dules, and distribution with little or no
member participation.

A market survey may indicate that your
potential subscription customers will need
some payment options. These can include
the direct share payment where all costs for
participation in the program are paid up
front. Long-term installment utilizes the
payment to the farmer over a prescribed
time sequence. Sliding scale fees and food
stamps options take into account the varied
nature of your customers and try to fit a sub-
scription fee into their budgets. Sample pay-
ment schedules are listed at the end of this
fact sheet.

CSA Production Marketing:
Organic vs. IPM

Initially some of the farms that started
CSAs in the northeastern states marketed
their products through “organic” advertising.
During the late 80’s and early 90’s, these
farms were successful using this type of mar-
keting because “organic” was in vogue.
Today, however, concerns about the increas-
ing price of food and food safety along with
other food-related issues have led to a

decline in the concern about the need for
organically produced foods. Many farmers
are using the proven techniques of integrat-
ed pest management (IPM) which satisfies
both the consumers request for reduced pes-
ticide use and the producer’s duty to supply
safe food products. IPM principles, when
marketed correctly, can be as dynamic a sell-
ing point as organic marketing. Farmers and
their CSA customers need to carefully ana-
lyze and discuss which production methods
are best for their situation.

Labor and Management
Noting the quantity and number of differ-

ent products harvested and the very narrow
window of time in which harvesting must be
accomplished, labor availability is an impor-
tant aspect of CSA management. Many CSAs
allow shareowners to work the fields in
return for reduced share costs. Other produc-
ers plan for this intensive period with pre-
arranged hired labor. Another intensive labor
time for the CSA is in the distribution of
products to shareowners. A system must be
in place so that both these processes run
smoothly and efficiently. Some CSAs have
turned specific harvest times into a celebra-
tion event in order to help get the harvest
accomplished. These include pumpkin days,
pick-your-own-produce days, fruit festivals,
farm tours, etc. 

Liability and Insurance
Most agricultural operations, including

those wanting to start a CSA, need to pre-
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Participatory CSA
• Working shares

• Shared production

• Local-organization run

Farmer-Directed CSA
• CSA only

• Farm stand plus CSA

• CSA plus farmers market

• CSA and farm tours (agritourism)

Potential Payment Options
• Direct share payment

• Long-term installment plan

• Sliding scale share fee

• Food stamps payment 

• Allowing sharers to work off some
or all of their share cost either
through farm labor or administrative
duties
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pare for the likelihood of accidents, negli-
gence, or contract disputes. Just like any
other business, a CSA farm needs to do
everything possible to prevent injuries by
complying with state laws and regulations,
and maintaining a safe environment. This is
especially important when allowing the gen-
eral public onto your farm. Consultation
with a liability and insurance specialist is
always a good idea.

Getting Started
Market assessment: The first major step

that must be taken in starting a CSA is to
find out who and where your market will
come from. As the population increases in
M a ryland, the urban centers become even
m o re accessible for marketing farm pro d u c t s .
A sample survey of the local area to see who
may be interested in your CSA and what they
will expect from you can save a lot of money
and time. This assessment can be individual,
f a m i l y, or community wide. It can be by
phone, flyer, or personal visits. There is an

example of a one-page flyer
that you can use for poten-

tial subscribers at the
end of this fact sheet.

Farm resource assessment: From your
market assessment you can decide if your
farm can provide the types and quantities of
products their community wants. Creating a
sample production plan and harvest sched-
ule will help you decide how many acres and
which commodities to plant. Taking an

inventory of your agricultural abilities, and
the planting of specific commodities is a per-
sonal decision.  Include in this assessment
equipment needs, labor availability, and nat-
ural resources (water availability, pests, soil
fertility issues, etc.)

Draw up a proposal:
From the market assess-

ment you should have: 1)
an idea of which crops to

plant and; 2) an estimate of the
number of community subscribers.

From these figures, budget specific
numbers of families that are needed to

recruit for a profitable CSA. A payment plan
should also be decided upon so your poten-
tial subscribers, as well as you, the farmer,
know what monetary commitment to expect
and when.

Family share/subscription r e c ru i t m e n t :
S p reading the word about your plans for a
CSA is very important. This can be done by
w o rd of mouth, distribution of leaflets/flyers,
and through small group presentations. Fre e
local press coverage is also an option, part i c u-
larly in areas where CSA is relatively new.
Especially successful are health food store s
and presentations to civic clubs. Newspapers
may also run stories and offer some advert i s-
ing as a community service. 

Set up a community CSA meeting:
Organization of a meeting to potential CSA
subscribers will allow you to explain CSAs,
show your farm, tell them what they get,
when and how. It also gives you the oppor-
tunity to discuss the benefits of CSA to the
community and personally answer any ques-
tions about the CSA. The final item at this
meeting is the request for participation.



Community Supported Agriculture: Making the
Connection. A 1995 Handbook for Pro d u c e r s .
University of California Cooperative
Extension, Placer County. Presented by
Small Farm Center, University of
C a l i f o rn i a — D a v i s .

CSA Farm Network, Volume I & II.  A Pro j e c t
of the Northeast Organic Farm i n g
Association, 1996.

Demuth, Suzanne.  Community Support e d
A g r i c u l t u re: An Annotated Bibliography and
R e s o u rce Guide.  Beltsville, MD: National
A g r i c u l t u re Library, 1993.

Getz, Art h u r.  “Consumer- P roducer Co-
P a rtnerships: A Direct Marketing
A p p roach”, The Perm a c u l t u re Activist, 7 ( 3 ) ,
December 1991.

Hanson, Jim; et al.; Sustainable Agriculture in
the Mid-Atlantic Region, Working Paper,
D e p a rtment of Agricultural and Resourc e
Economics, University of Mary l a n d .
O c t o b e r, 1996. 

Van En, Robyn.  A Basic Formula to Cre a t e
Community Supported Agriculture. F a rm i n g
A l t e rnatives Program, Cornell University,
1 9 9 2 .

5

References/Resources



6

Wouldn’t you like to have your kitchen

fully stocked from May to

December with economically
priced, farm-fresh produce?

• A complete variety of vegetables
and herbs

• Weekly distribution
• Safe, wholesome, and nutritious

produce
• Fresh foodstuffs managed using

techniques of Integrated Pest
Management (IPM)

• Pick your own bouquets
• Farm tours

A subscription to
MYMaryland Farm’s CSA
will provide you with: 

For more information call: 

MYMaryland Farm
1 Maryland Road
Anytown, Maryland 00000-0000
Phone

Along with lots of fun! Recipes! And
cooking resource guides!

What is a CSA? Community-Supported

Agricultur e is a partnership of farmers and
consumers for their mutual benefit. For a fixed fee,
each subscriber gets a select portion of farmers’
crops. CSA subscribers start paying before deliveries
are made and must recognize that they are sharing
the risk of crop failure with farmers. When nature
is generous and farmers are skillful you will share
that, too.



Sample 1 —

Single Payment Schedule

❑ $330 Large Share if paid by May 1
❑ $340 Large Share if paid by May 15
❑ $350 Large Share if paid by May 31

❑ $230 Medium Share if paid by May 1
❑ $240 Medium Share if paid by May 15
❑ $250 Medium Share if paid by May 31

Make checks payable to:

MyMaryland Farm
1 Maryland Road
Anytown, MD 00000-0000

Signature__________________________________

Sample 4 —

Work Share Combination
Payment Schedule

❑ $250 Small Share
❑ $450 Large Share
❑ I will volunteer to receive work

discount (up to 50% or $22 per day)
❑ I will pay with food stamps

Make checks payable to:

MyMaryland Farm
1 Maryland Road
Anytown, MD 00000-0000

Signature__________________________________

Sample 3 —

Food Stamps Combination
Payment Schedule

❑ Whole Share: $460/year; $115 deposit and
three (3) $115 installments

❑ Half Share: $260/year; $65 deposit and
three (3) $65 installments

❑ I will pay with food stamps

Make checks payable to:

MyMaryland Farm
1 Maryland Road
Anytown, MD 00000-0000

Signature__________________________________

Sample 2 —

Installment Payment Schedule

Make checks payable to:

MyMaryland Farm
1 Maryland Road
Anytown, MD 00000-0000

Signature__________________________________

HARVEST SIZE

DUE DATE ABUNDANT STANDARD

Dec. 15, 1999 $78 $52

Feb. 15, 2000 $78 $52

Apr. 15, 2000 $78 $52

June 15, 2000 $78 $52

Aug. 15, 2000 $78 $52

$415 $288
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Contract and Agreement Schedules:
Potential members will have differing needs when it comes to payment.  Listed below are a

few samples of schedules that can be adapted to suit your CSA needs.  Samples 1 and 2 offer
suggestions for the installment and single payment plans.  Samples 3 and 4 provide leeway for
both use by food stamp recipients and those members who wish to participate by volunteering
their labor in return for discounted or reduced payment.
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