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Abstract

Savior of the Family Farm? The Role of Community Supported
Agriculture for Farm Sustainability in California

Michelle Stephens, MSCRP
The University of Texas at Austin, 2009

Supervisor: Michael Oden

This report analyzes the success factors of small farms, as defined by the amount
of acreage in farming, the market value of agricultural products sold, and the number of
small farms, in rural California Counties. These data are then compared with the location
of Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) programs in the study counties and
examined to see if there are greater successes in the counties with higher CSA
involvement. While CSAs are more abundant in successful agriculture counties, these
programs are not responsible for all successes and are rather one component in a larger
consumer movement toward sustainable agriculture and local food options.
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Chapter 1-California Agriculture and the Fallout of the Green
Revolution: a Case for Community Supported Agriculture
California has long been thought of as an agricultural dreamland; a place where
anything could grow whether a person was planting row crops or dreams for a better
future founded on hard work and a small parcel of land. As time has passed though,
achieving these dreams for a better life based on farming has become more difficult. The
fertile soil is still there but it is difficult for small scale farmers to live out the agrarian
dream in California. The market is increasingly controlled by large corporate farms, with
thousands of acres of the same crop and fewer connections to the land. This trend,
coupled with high land values and low profit, has put the small farm in danger of dying
out. According to the American Farmland Trust ―almost two-thirds (61%) of all the land
urbanized in California from 1990 to 2004 – 326,521 acres – was agricultural land‖
(Thompson E. J., 2007). These numbers provide an empirical account that confirms what
anyone driving through the productive Central Valley of California could have guessed,
farming is on the decline in California and the small, family farm is quickly becoming an
endangered species in today’s economy.
A decline in family farms does not have to be the accepted fate. As more
emphasis has been put on local food sources in the past years, the average person is more
concerned about where his food comes from and a new opportunity has surfaced for
small farms (Pollan, 2006). In many cases, people have stated a specific preference for
―locally grown‖ food and make a point of searching out these products, at both an
individual, household level and at a larger institutional level with hospitals and schools
attempting to buy local (Hardesty, 2008). The reasons for this choice range from health
1

issues to consumer savings that can be realized through buying directly from the producer
(Brown, 2008). Instead of buying imported produce from a sprawling supermarket,
consumers are deciding to buy local, developing relationships with farmers, patronizing
Farmer’s Markets and at times, entering into partnerships with the farmers through
programs called Community Supported Agriculture (CSA). A CSA is an agreement for a
regular supply of fresh produce during the growing season in exchange for pre-payment
to the farmers. This delivery can be on a weekly, bi-monthly, or once a month basis
depending on the needs of the consumer. The key ingredient in this exchange is the
prepayment plan with the farmer that provides the consumer with a steady stream of fresh
produce while the farmer receives upfront payments giving rare security in a volatile
agriculture market.
THE GREEN REVOLUTION
The growth of agriculture in the world has historically been very steady until the
last half century, when dramatic increases in yield associated with the ―Green
Revolution‖ created an industrialized framework for farming. Gaining increased support
in the 1960s and relying heavily on innovations, the Green Revolution ushered in a new
type of farming. Suddenly mechanized equipment and chemical technology replaced
marginal fields with verdant ones and farmers were finishing the same tasks of their
fathers and grandfathers in half the time and with increased efficiency. The fact that ―[i]t
took nearly 1,000 years for wheat yields to increase from 0.5 to 2 metric tons per hectare,
but only 40 years to climb from 2 to 6 metric tons per hectare‖ illustrates the effect that
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this revolution had on agriculture throughout the world and specifically in the United
States (Green Revolution: Curse or Blessing?, 2002).
This increase in productivity did not come without a price, and many feel that the
Green Revolution has harmed agriculture with its unsustainable practices. The reliance on
mechanization created a difficult environment for small-scale farmers who could not
afford machinery. The motto in the 1950s of ―get big or get out‖ accurately described the
agricultural climate in the United States, effectively shifting the emphasis from small,
family-owned farms to large, monoculture farms (Horne, 2001).
Increased chemical use allowed farmers to produce larger yields which in turn
allowed them to increase their farm size. As larger farms began providing food for the
nation and in some cases the world, their communities suffered. Many agricultural areas
are food deserts because the crops grown in these areas do not serve the local population.
Crops are shipped away from the community via distributors, resulting in high
transportation costs and produce picked before it’s ready since ripe fruit and vegetables
are not hearty enough to withstand travel stress. The local produce grown in the field is
not seen on the plate, unless through a circuitous route weeks or months later (Horne,
2001).
The Green Revolution adversely affected small-scale farmers but it also left a
mark on the environment. Traditional farms which practiced a number of sustainable
techniques such as cover crops to protect against soil erosion and seasonal crop rotations
to enrich the soil took a backseat to acres upon acres of a single crop, uninterrupted by
the slightest item which could hinder high yields. Windbreaks were plowed under to
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make room for more crops and as a result the soil, which is the most important thing a
farmer has access to, suffered (Horne, 2001).
The products of this compromised system have also suffered and conventional
vegetables purchased in modern supermarkets are not as healthy as those from 50 years
ago. According to a study published in the Journal of HortScience, the ―average
vegetable found in today's supermarket is anywhere from 5% to 40% lower in minerals
(including magnesium, iron, calcium and zinc)‖ (Stephey, 2009). This nutrient deficiency
can be attributed to a reduced absorption of minerals through the soil because of faster
growth times aided by pesticides and fertilizers and also a dilution of minerals as farmers
produce bigger and better vegetables. These many factors have created an environment
ripe for change and CSA programs can be seen as a direct response to the problems
created by industrialized farming over the years, as consumers return to more organic and
community-oriented systems of consumption (Horne, 2001) (Stephey, 2009).
Increasingly the farming practices responsible for these trends are being
questioned by farmers and consumers alike. Sustainable agriculture systems are proving
to be viable alternatives to the conventional methods which have prevailed over the last
50 years. While sustainable farms are not overwhelming conventional farms, they are
generating steady revenues which are equal to those of conventional farms and in some
cases are more successful. Sustainable farms are also excelling in regard to minimizing
soil loss and reducing the use of fertilizers and pesticides. This alternative to conventional
agriculture systems is seen less as a fringe movement and more as a practical option
within the agricultural market (Corselius, 2001).
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CSA AGREEMENTS AND THE CONSUMER
Reminiscent of a time when local agriculture fed the surrounding community,
CSA agreements appeal to people who are looking for a more substantial connection with
their ecosystem. Consumers develop relationships with local farmers and gain a stronger
understanding of the true worth of food. In-season consumption and appreciation for the
work involved are only two benefits gained by participants. An increase in the variety of
produce consumed is also seen as average buyers learn to prepare vegetables not
normally purchased in the local supermarket. Kale and celeriac become as commonplace
at the dinner table as carrots and peaches.
Various reasons for joining a CSA program have been cited in many different
articles. Some consumers are focused on the connection they feel to the farmer and the
food growing process. The relationship that develops between the consumer and farmer is
greater than other convenience and cost factors, though those exist as well. Many are also
intrigued by the ―local support‖ element of CSA programs. They see their dollars being
directly infused into the local economy and feel this is a benefit for the local economy as
well as the ecology of the area (Perez, 2003).
The following table reveals the most important reasons for CSA membership as
seen in a study published by the Center for Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems
(Perez, 2003).
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Figure 1. CSA Membership Reasoning
Most frequently listed most important reasons for wanting to become a CSA
member.*
Response Categories
organic produce
support or buy local
fresh produce
support organic
(farms/farmers/agriculture) quality produce
convenience
support small or family farms/farmers
health
variety
good price/value
support sustainable agriculture
eat seasonally
know how/where food was grown
other

N
170
110
94
44
39
39
28
26
26
23
20
20
19
28

%
62%
40%
34%
16%
14%
14%
10%
10%
10%
8%
7%
7%
7%
10%

*Only categories with more than 5% of members endorsing them were listed. 255
people (out of 274) who responded to this question. 19 surveys (7%) had no response.
All answers were coded, and there was an average of 3.08 reasons listed for each
respondent.
(Perez, 2003)
CSA AGREEMENTS AND THE FARMER
CSAs also attract a different kind of farmer. Typical farmers operating CSA
programs have not farmed before, have a college degree, and a greater number are female
(Schnell, 2007). This marks a departure from the classic image that is seen in most
agricultural communities. These farmers are also keenly interested in their quality of life
and how their farms help improve this element of their lifestyles (Brown, 2008). CSAs
fall under the title of direct marketing and provide an opportunity for diversification
which may help sustain small scale farms in California and elsewhere.
6

The term direct marketing, when used in reference to farming, can describe a
number of activities such as roadside stands, farmer’s markets, and u-pick farms and
quite simply forms a direct line from the farmer to the consumer. On a social level this
creates a more personal connection but also on an economic level it gives farmers more
control over what they grow and the price they receive. Instead of selling their produce to
a distributor, farmers can sell to the consumer and usually demand and receive a higher
price because of freshness and greater variety. Many people in agricultural communities
feel that direct marketing could be one of the key tools in revitalizing and sustaining
agriculture. A study of Canadian CSA farmers revealed that ―54% believed that their
CSA operation improved farmer compensation‖ (Brown, 2008).
CSAS AS A TOOL TO PRESERVE FARMING
CSAs might prove to be significant in regard to farm economics, but agriculture
also plays a vital role in the culture of rural counties. As more farmers leave the business,
their land can be purchased by other farmers but more often than not, it is bought by
developers. This allows cities to consume more working land. It is commonplace to drive
longitudinally through California and see sprawling cities and towns residing on fertile
land which once produced food for the surrounding community. It is possible that CSA
programs are a solution to the myriad problems plaguing farms in the United States but
the only way to know for sure is to analyze farming successes in rural counties and layer
that information over the geographical location of farms employing these diversification
techniques. This analysis will begin to show whether or not CSAs can help lift family
farms to a higher level in today’s economy.
7

THE STUDY
While many point to CSA programs as a solution to the problem of declining
small farms, it has yet to be seen if they actually make a difference in the success and the
number of small, working farms. This study will focus on the role of CSA programs in
rural California Counties. In order to see if CSAs have made a notable difference, I have
examined agricultural counties in California and compared their farm success or decline
to the establishment of CSA programs in the area. Improvement is measured based on the
amount of land in farms in the county, the market value of agricultural products sold, and
the number of small farms in the county. These factors were chosen as indicators of
possible success because they show how much of the land in a given county is being used
for agricultural purposes. The decline of farming in America has been shown through a
steady decrease in the number of farms and the amount of land used for farming. With
this in mind, an increase or static number in this category would show a possible
connection between direct marketing and the sustainability of small farms. The market
value is also an important indicator because it will show if farms in the selected counties
are making money, one of the traditional marks of success in a business. In my analysis, I
am looking to see if there is a connection between CSA programs and successful small
farms. Some possible explanations for a connection might be the cost savings of CSAs,
increased financial security, or a willing and diverse market in the area. Therefore, my
research questions are:
• Does the existence of Community Supported Agriculture programs in rural California
counties help small farms to be more successful?
And to a lesser extent:
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• Why are Community Supported Agriculture programs more abundant in some counties
as opposed to others?
METHODS
My analysis of ―agricultural counties‖ in California must begin with a definition
of what an ―agricultural county‖ actually is. Looking at all California counties, a series of
yes/no questions were used to determine if a county fits under the title of agricultural,
more specifically, agricultural counties that have a majority of small farms. Once the
agricultural counties were determined, the study group was further narrowed by looking
for a high percentage of land designated agriculture and a high percentage of farms sized
1-499 acres. This included most farms which are traditionally defined as ―small, family
farms.‖ The final determinant was based on farm classification, with only farms listed as
―vegetable farms‖ and those growing ―fruit and nut trees‖ with the National Agriculture
Census being included. This was done because CSA farms usually grow a wide variety of
crops.

After determining my study area, I used the three aforementioned success

indicators to track farming achievements in the study counties. This data was gathered
from the National Agricultural Census data, during the years 1987 through 2007.
In the following report I first analyzed the factors that fuel the trend toward local
foods and analyze connections between this trend and the increased number of CSA
programs throughout California’s valleys. I then take the pulse of small-scale farming in
California and discuss the role of CSAs in supporting small farm sustainability. Chapter
Two is a comprehensive review of what CSAs are and which philosophies and problems
encouraged their development. In Chapter Three, the methodology for the study is
9

described in depth along with a discussion of the counties in the study and what
characteristics define them. Study findings and analysis of the National Agriculture
Census data and any connections found between the farming successes seen in the study
counties and the presence of CSAs are presented in Chapter Four. A more personal look
at CSA farming is seen in Chapter Five with interview excerpts with farmers in
California. The final chapter of this report outlines the conclusions of this study and
recommendations that might help local counties trying to promote agriculture.
As more CSA programs are found dotting the agricultural areas of the United
States, it is important to determine if these business models will improve the economic
success of small farms in a meaningful way. CSAs may be a significant factor in keeping
small-scale farms afloat in the future and could be aggressively implemented and
promoted in rural areas that are attempting to preserve their agricultural culture. Farming
does not have to be a dying profession. Small-scale farming has been mentioned as a
solution to a number of issues in our society, for instance improved health and national
security (Pollan, 2006). The monumental importance of farming makes maintaining this
business a concern for everyone, urban- and rural-dwellers alike. CSAs will not be a
panacea for all agrarian problems but could be a vital ingredient. If people are willing to
try alternatives which focus on sustaining our local food systems and the people that
work within them, then the future of farming will be brighter.
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Chapter 2-Community Supported Agriculture: Early Influences and its
Role in Communities
CSAS IN THE LARGER CONTEXT OF CONSUMER DEMANDS
The CSA model is one element within the larger framework of sustainable
agriculture. Their increased popularity is a result of changing attitudes in our society.
Pinpointing the beginning of this shift is difficult but some groups identify with and
predate the recent boom in all things local. An example of one group is the Slow Food
movement. Formed in reaction to the construction of a McDonald’s in an Italian town,
Slow Food International took root in 1985 but was not officially started until 1989. The
group has a simple philosophy, believing ―that the food we eat should taste good; that it
should be produced in a clean way that does not harm the environment, animal welfare or
our health; and that food producers should receive fair compensation for their work‖ (Our
Philosophy, 2008).
The Slow Food movement focuses on the taste of food, highlighting the
somewhat obvious fact that fresh food tastes better than over processed, early-picked
food but it also touches on the important topics of equity and environmental degradation.
In a time when poverty and starvation are global epidemics, equity in our food systems
should be a priority for international governments. Arguably this equity can be achieved
through sustainable agriculture systems which protect soil and water quality and can
continue to grow unlike industrial agriculture which has possibly reached its limit
(Windfuhr, 2005).
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Global issues also affect food sources through oil use. The finite nature of our oil
supply and decreasing fuel source stability has made minimizing food miles (the distance
traveled from the field to the end consumer) a personal decision with global significance
(Pollan, 2006). An Iowa study shows that conventional systems uses 4 to 17 times more
fuel and releases 5 to 17 more times carbon dioxide than the local systems (Pirog, Pelt,
Enshayan, & Cook, 2001).
Public health and welfare also serve to affect consumer choices in a number of
ways. Treated with chemicals and hormones, our food retains the residue of everything
that was introduced to a once-natural process (Pollan, 2006). It is these residues which
have convinced many consumers of the benefits of more natural eating and have created a
demand for food grown in a sustainable, healthy manner (Ashiabi, 2000).
With the increased visibility of farming, it is easy to think that agriculture is the
new big thing. This idea is supported by a recent article in the Style section of the New
York Times about sustainable farmers in New York. It is not often that agricultural news
is categorized as a ―style‖ choice. This article did not focus on the fashions of farming
but rather identified several young farmers starting in the business because of the
aforementioned perils of conventional farming (Salkin, 2008).
Though it is now seen as ―hip‖ to embrace sustainable agriculture and local food,
these systems still do not represent a large portion of agriculture in the United States. The
percentage of organic and ―sustainably‖ produced food is a mere 2.8 percent of U.S.
retail sales. Though a small portion, it is growing rapidly with the San Francisco
foodshed seeing an increase of ―9 percent a year from 1997 and 2002‖ and national
organic sales increasing ―18 percent between 1998 and 2006‖ (Thompson, Harper, &
12

Kraus, Think Globally~Eat Locally: San Francisco Foodshed Assessment, 2008).
Consumer demand for fresh produce is also evident in the increase of direct-marketing
programs. The number of farmer’s markets have increased by 150%, from 1,755 in 1994
to 4,385 in 2002 and the sales of food directly between farmers and consumers have
doubled in the time between 1992 and 2002 (Thompson, Harper, & Kraus, Think
Globally~Eat Locally: San Francisco Foodshed Assessment, 2008).
These statistics combined with numerous questions regarding conventional
farming methods have created a ripe environment for sustainable agriculture and it is in
this environment that CSA programs have been able to steadily grow in the United States.
CSA ORIGINS
There are two main stories explaining how CSA programs were first developed in
the United States. Two pioneer programs, Indian Line Farm and Temple-Wilton
Community Farm, each reference a different lineage. These two farms are linked to
philosophies which took root in Japan and Germany (McFadden, 2004). The question of
origin pivots on timing and even members of the same CSA program disagree on which
story influenced their CSA. No matter which story one acknowledges as the basis for
CSAs in the United States, the model is the same; a small farm producing to serve both
its own needs and the needs of the surrounding community (Van En, 1995).
One version of the formation of modern-day CSAs connects the program to
Japan. In the mid-1960s a group of women disappointed with loss of farmers and
farmland to growing cities instituted an exchange program with a local farming family.
The women promised to support the farm while the farmer promised to provide fruit and
13

vegetables for the participating families. This simple agreement called teikei in Japanese
became the basis for CSA programs in the United States which took root in the United
States in the 1980s.
In South Egremont, Mass., the Indian Line Farm CSA program was based on the
teikei concept and was augmented by the knowledge of Jan VanderTuin. VanderTuin was
a writer and a farmer who gained experience with agricultural work in Switzerland and
traveled through Germany and Switzerland to learn more about farming. It was his
knowledge that arguably influenced one of the most famous CSA programs in the United
States in 1986. The farm initially was owned by Robyn Van En who became an advocate
and the ―voice‖ of CSA programs until her death in 1997. Indian Line Farm became a
model for future CSA programs. After Van En’s death, the farm was sold and the farmers
entered into a partnership with a local land trust and the Nature Conservancy because
they were unable to buy the land outright. The farm is currently only 17 acres but
produces ―over 60 varieties of vegetables, fruits, and herbs as well as a variety of
beautiful cutting flowers‖ (McFadden, 2004) (Van En, 1995) (Indian Line Farm).
The alternative CSA creation story is based on the ideas of Austrian philosopher,
Rudolf Steiner, who in the 1920s embraced the concept of biodynamic agriculture, which
hinges on the interdependence of farming with the larger ecosystems of the community.
This philosophy focuses on the well-being of the soil and then builds upon that to ensure
a healthy circle of production (McFadden, 2004) (What is Biodynamic Agriculture?,
2008). With this concept as a seed, a group of like-minded individuals converged and
created the Temple-Wilton Community Farm in New Hampshire. Both of these farms
formed in 1986 and though they communicated and the Indian Line Farm members had
14

knowledge of Steiner’s work, each farm had its own distinct methods. The guiding
principles of the Temple-Wilton Community Farm were ingrained in Steiner’s writings
and included ―new forms of property ownership, new forms of cooperation, and new
forms of economy‖ (McFadden, 2004). The farm was owned by the community through a
legal trust and the community members supported it via pledges. The main questions in
regard to the use of the land focused not on profit but rather the needs of the land and the
needs of the community (McFadden, 2004).
VARIATIONS ON A THEME
Since these first CSAs started in the mid-1980s, the programs have steadily
increased throughout the United States growing from ―2 farms in 1986, to 200 in 1992, to
more than 1,700 in 2005‖ (Schnell, 2007). As they have gained popularity, three main
types of CSA programs have developed, all with varying levels of involvement for the
members. The first type of CSA involves a farmer who owns the land and the equipment
and does all of the work. Community members are only involved by purchasing a share.
The second type includes the members also working on the farm as part of their payment
for produce and the final option does not include a single proprietor at all but rather has a
community form of ownership with multiple owners and workers with a stake. The final
option requires a committed member who is willing to give a lot of time to the farm,
helping not only with the planting and harvesting but also in the organization of the farm
and CSA program. Because of these demands, this form of CSA is difficult to sustain
without dedicated members who believe in the system wholeheartedly. The first type, on
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the other hand, is by far the easiest way for a community member to gain access to fresh
produce, requiring only a monetary commitment (Swisher, 2003).
The first CSA programs at Indian Line and Temple-Wilton were located in the
Northeast portion of the United States and therefore were formed around the typical
growing seasons for those areas. With only one main growing season, members divide up
shares at the beginning of the year and have no more monetary responsibilities for the
remainder of the year. The farmer benefits from receiving cash at the beginning of the
season. She is able to purchase seeds and equipment outright instead of taking out a loan
which will then be paid back when the crops are harvested and sold. On the other side of
the equation, the members receive their produce for three to four months during the
growing season and in many instances, come out to the farm and help with work as part
of their obligation (Swisher, 2003).
CALIFORNIA CSAS: REWARDS AND CHALLENGES
The CSA model has changed over the years from this initial model, adapting to
the needs of consumers and farmers and also the growing climate where the farm is
located. In this study, only farms in California are being examined and this shapes the
form of CSA program development. California’s Mediterranean climate allows a yearround growing season. As a result farmers are not planting once a year but rather
throughout the year (Walker, 2009). While a bountiful harvest is seen year-round and has
made California the poster child for abundance, it also means the average CSA farmer
needs to be constantly engaged in a planting and harvesting cycle. As a result, the farmer
also has need for capital throughout the year, not just at the end of the winter. Many CSA
16

farms in California operate on a month-to-month basis because of this. Customers can
buy shares for the upcoming season, month, or in some cases, week. This keeps a
constant stream of revenue coming in to the farmer (Rutiz Family Farms, 2009).
The year-round growing season creates challenges for consumers, demanding a
larger commitment for the average customer. If they are required to pay for the entire
year in advance, many people will balk at such a great outlay of cash for vegetables.
Many see the expense as a ―luxury‖ (Rutiz Family Farms, 2009). By allowing people to
sign up on a monthly or weekly basis, there are fewer obligations on the part of the
consumer and a person is less likely to feel trapped. Many consumers forget that a CSA
subscription is also a responsibility. In contrast to shopping at a grocery store and
choosing specific vegetables, the consumer receives a box of produce he may not like or
know how to cook. As noted by a farmer in Central California, ―people often start out
with idealistic intentions but they don’t follow through. They need a mindset to eat those
vegetables, not just what is convenient‖ (Rutiz Family Farms, 2009).
Another challenge for CSA farmers is the demand for a wide variety of crops.
Traditional farming allows a farmer to master the production of a handful of crops. These
farmers learn all that is necessary to successfully grow their crops and then they sell
wholesale to a large distributor. When the wholesale option is removed and farmers are
dealing directly with consumers, acres upon acres of carrots will not satisfy. As a result
the farmer must diversify and grow many different crops to provide a well-balanced
selection in the weekly boxes. While this is wonderful for the consumers and the land
since nutrients are being replenished through various plants, it demands a seasoned
grower with experience and patience (Clark Valley Organic Farm, 2009).
17

Out of this challenge though, rises a benefit that has been recognized as a
hallmark of CSA programs. Farming by nature is an uncertain business. It is affected by
so many variables (weather, market prices, pests) that in any given year, it is unknown
whether a farmer will be successful or not. When a farmer has a variety of crops, if an
event harms one, it will not be a complete loss for the farm. Monoculture farms are
constantly in danger of a bug or weather incident wiping out all of the profits for the
season. CSA farms on the other hand, have a resiliency that comes with variety. If one
crop is affected by a certain pest, the other crops will still be able to thrive.
REDUCING THE RISKS
Even with diversity on their sides, farmers still take considerable risk in their
profession. Instead of relying on a farmer to carry that burden alone, CSAs spread the
risk amongst the community making sure that crop failure does not mean outright failure.
CSAs are successful because of this community involvement. Robyn Van En, in her
article ―Eating for Your Community,‖ speaks about how CSAs share the risk of farming
with the entire community. ―After a rainstorm dumped eight inches of rain in three hours,
the winter baking squash had to be picked prematurely. Everybody froze, dried, and ate
as much as they could, but it was basically a $35 loss to each share. That would have
been a $3500 loss to an individual farmer‖ (Van En, 1995). Stories similar to Van En’s
are often heard from CSA farmers and reveals the greatest benefit of this type of farming
model. In recognizing the value of farming, the community is helping make it more
successful by sharing the financial risks with the farmer.
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Another more recent example of a farming crisis that was averted occurred in the
early 2000s at a farm in the Sacramento Valley of Northern California. Because of a
Mediterranean Fly outbreak in the area, the farm was not allowed to send out its tomatoes
in the weekly CSA boxes. This happened during the peak of tomato season and the farm
had tons of fruit that was in danger of rotting that they could not sell or remove from the
farm. Instead of letting it all go to waste, the farm invited its members to the farm for a
canning party and was able to save most of the fruit and provide canned tomatoes for all
of its members in place of the usual fresh supply. The canning party was a complete
success and has now become a tradition on the farm. During the crisis, only two members
left the CSA and workers have noted that without the CSA, the farm would have been
financially ―devastated‖ by the outbreak (Eatwell Farm, 2009).
These two stories illustrate how communities have recognized the importance of
local food systems and the role they play in a healthy community. CSA programs require
a more time consuming and direct commitment to connect with the food supply.
However, growing trends in consumer demand may make these connections more
common. People are not willing to allow community-serving farms to die out in their
areas and are invested in seeing them thrive. This attitude is a result of wanting the true
cost of growing food to be revealed. There is value in consuming produce that has been
grown in a sustainable fashion and that value has been embraced by communities which
support CSA programs (Swisher, 2003).
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Chapter 3-Examining the Effects of CSAs-Methodology and Case Study
County Characteristics
It was necessary to first define the terms of the study to create a clear picture of
what was being analyzed and how it would be evaluated. The focus of this analysis was
on small farms in rural counties. In order to single out those types of counties, my criteria
focused on the rural character of an area and the size of the farms and excluded other
types of farm communities. The following definitions directed my data search.
DEFINE “AGRICULTURAL COUNTY” AND THE FARMS BEING STUDIED
Using National Agriculture Census data and ArcGIS, I analyzed all California
counties and used a series of yes/no questions to determine if a county fit under my
determination of agricultural, specifically if it had at least 60% of its land in farms. The
purpose of this was to single out counties which were more rural and didn’t have too
many large cities within their boundaries. This gave me a base study group of twelve
Californian counties.
I then narrowed the search further by selecting only counties with 80% of the
farms at 499 acres or smaller. This focused the study further on small farms and excluded
the larger, monoculture farms that are found in the Central Valley. This designation
would include most farms which are traditionally defined as ―small, family farms‖ and
counties that are focused more on agricultural products that may be more amenable to
small farm production.
The final criteria focused on counties with at least 33% of the farms listed as
―vegetable farms‖ and ―fruit and nut trees‖ with the National Agriculture Census because
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these are the types of farms which usually participate in direct marketing to the consumer
because of the wide variety of crops grown. This criterion does not effectively rule out all
large-scale farming operations because many monoculture farms grow vegetables or fruit
and nuts but used in conjunction with the other criteria, it should focus the study on small
farms in rural counties.
The yes/no questions were:
• Is at least sixty percent of the county being used for farming when looking at land use
designations?
• Are at least 80% of the farms 499 acres or less?
• Are at least 33% of the farms ―vegetables‖ or ―fruit and nut trees‖?
DEFINE WHAT CONSTITUTES “FARM SUCCESS”
To determine the success of farms within the study counties, I looked at the
following indicators; the amount of land in farms in the county, market value of farm,
and number of farms in the county.
NATIONAL AGRICULTURE CENSUS
After these definitions were established, agricultural data was gathered from the
National Agriculture Census. This data proved to be somewhat problematic because 2002
and 2007 data was very detailed with many different categories which helped paint a
clear picture of agriculture in the United States but in the years preceding 2002, there was
less information. The aforementioned definitions were in fact shaped by the information
which was obtainable for not only 2002 and 2007 but also for 1987, 1992, and 1997.
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After analyzing the statistical information, it was necessary to determine the
existence and location of CSA programs within the study counties. Since this data was
not readily available, it was necessary to contact the Agriculture Commissioner’s office
for each county. This in many cases was not the most effective way to determine if CSAs
were active in the county since the agriculture commissioners were not always
completely apprised of what occurred within the county boundaries. This was a result not
of incompetence but rather a combination of under-funding in the department and the
sheer number of small farms in the communities. The non-regulatory nature of CSA
programs also made it difficult for the county officials to pinpoint how many programs
were active in the area. Since there is no permit necessary to start a CSA, it is difficult for
the county to track the participating farms.
In light of these difficulties, it was necessary to augment personal communication
with internet research on the various local food websites The Green Gate, Local Harvest,
and Buy Fresh Buy Local. This research determined which counties had CSA programs
and which did not. Once this process was completed, 37 CSA programs had been
indentified. Of the 37 identified, I personally contacted eleven farmers to hear their
opinion on CSA farming and its benefits or detriments of which seven replied. The core
questions asked were:
1. How long have you been CSA farming as opposed to other farming types, i.e.
selling at a farmer’s market or selling to a distributor?
2. Do your members usually pay a year in advance or month-to-month? Which
payment option is financially better for the farm or does it matter?
3. What are the main benefits of CSA farming? Detriments?
4. Why did you start the CSA program as opposed to other farming business plans?
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5. Is farming more stable and/or financially successful with the CSA program?
6. What improvements have you seen since starting the CSA, i.e. improved quality
of life, easier to pay for farm upkeep?
7. How is the social climate in the county in regard to farming? Are there more
people farming? Has there been a drop-off? What is the typical ―type‖ of farm
seen in X County, i.e. small, CSA or Farmer’s Market farm or large-scale
conventional farm?
8. Do you think you would still be farming if you were not involved in a CSA?
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Figure 2. Study Area
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STUDY COUNTY CHARACTERISTICS
Glenn
A rural county located in the northern portion of the Sacramento Valley, Glenn
County’s largest economic engine is agriculture with the main crops being rice and
almond orchards. With only 26,950 people in the county, Glenn’s population rivals that
of a small city. Only approximately 9% of the population has obtained a Bachelor’s,
graduate, or professional degree. The median family income (1999 dollars) in Glenn
County is $37,023, making it the poorest county within the study (American Fact Finder,
2000) (National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007) (County of
Glenn, 2008).
Kings
Kings County typifies the farming community with acres of fields and small
towns lining Interstate 5. Located in the San Joaquin Valley, Kings County boasts a 257
day growing season which makes it a successful agricultural area. 75% of all agriculture
land is used for crops, while approximately 21% is used for pasture land. The main crops
in this county are cotton, hay, corn for silage, and wheat. With a median family income
(1999 dollars) of $38,111, Kings is only slightly higher than Glenn County (American
Fact Finder, 2000). Like many other valley counties, Kings County is dependant on the
California Water Project for irrigation water and recent droughts in both Northern and
Southern California have squeezed this already over-allocated resource for farming
counties (County of Kings Official Website, 2009) (Campbell, 2008) (National
Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007).
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Merced
Merced County is positioned in the San Joaquin Valley but its western and eastern
edges touch both the Coastal Range and the foothills leading to Yosemite National Park.
Similar to Kings County, agriculture and related industry drive the economy in Merced
County. Merced has larger towns within its boundaries, though farming is still dominant
in the area. The recent placement of the University of California, Merced has expanded
opportunities for Merced County and the population, currently 240,162, will increase
steadily in the coming years. Merced County has a very diverse population with a wellknown concentration of Hmong immigrants. The top three crops are hay and haylage,
almonds, and corn for silage (County Demographics, 2009) (National Agriculture
Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007).
San Joaquin
Not surprisingly, San Joaquin County is found in the San Joaquin Valley. Yet
another notable agriculture county, the average farm size in San Joaquin is 204 acres and
the top five crops are hay and haylage, grapes, vegetables, corn for grain, and almonds.
The average median family income (1999 dollars) is $46,919 and San Joaquin also has
the largest population of the study counties with 563,598 residents (American Fact
Finder, 2000) (National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007).
The county is in some ways defined by its proximity to the Delta water system. While
this provides farmers in the area with some water security it does not guarantee that
California’s water issues will not affect San Joaquin County. Indeed, current discussion at
the state level to completely overhaul the Delta/California water conveyance system has
put the water supply for many farmers in California in a state of flux (Bacher, 2009).
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San Luis Obispo
San Luis Obispo County differentiates itself from the other study counties with it
abundance of pasture land, 68% of all agriculture land. Like Merced County, San Luis
Obispo is the home of a large university but unlike Merced, California Polytechnic State
University has been established for much longer and as a result has affected the county in
different ways. For instance, approximately 23% of the residents over 18 years of age
have obtained a Bachelor’s degree or higher. A coastal county with rolling hills, San Luis
Obispo has one of the higher median family incomes (1999 dollars) of the study counties
with $52,447 (American Fact Finder, 2000). The top five crops are grapes, vegetables,
hay and haylage, barley for grain, and broccoli (National Agriculture Statistics Service,
1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007).
Solano
This county is recognized for its diverse agricultural economy. The top five crops
in the county are hay and haylage, wheat for grain, vegetables, tomatoes, and corn for
grain. Solano also has a wide array of livestock with the top three being sheep, cattle, and
poultry (National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007). It is
located between San Francisco and Sacramento and that positioning makes it easy for
people to travel the short distance to these destinations in daytrips. This proximity has
also caused some problems with urbanization. Especially in the productive Dixon Ridge
area of Solano County, people have a tendency to move into rural areas and consume
agricultural land with small five acre ranchettes, effectively taking the land out of
production (Thompson E. , Case Studies in Agricultural Land Protection in California,
2006).
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Sonoma
Located in the wine country, Sonoma County diversifies with a number of top
crops. Grapes of course are number one with hay and haylage, apples, oats for grain, and
vegetables rounding out the top five. Sonoma also is the wealthiest of the study counties
with a median family income (1999 dollars) of $61,921 (American Fact Finder, 2000)
(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007). Much like
Solano County, some areas are losing their agricultural heritage because of expanding
cities and residents locating in rural areas. Places like Petaluma, once know for their
booming poultry industry, are hard to recognize and the chickens of the past are not
easily found. Sonoma County has many places of higher education and is also very close
to the San Francisco Bay Area which makes it both ripe for development as well as close
to a willing population of consumers (County of Sonoma, 2009).
Stanislaus
Located in Central California in the heart of San Joaquin Valley, Stanislaus
County is known for orchard crops and two varieties are in the top five crops for the
county; almonds, hay and haylage, corn for silage, English walnuts, and vegetables. The
county has 4,114 farms and the average farm is 192 acres (National Agriculture Statistics
Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007). The population is on par with Merced County
with approximately 12% with a Bachelor’s degree or higher (American Fact Finder,
2000). As mentioned before with other valley counties, water is a concern because of
imminent changes to the water conveyance system used in California. This in conjunction
with recent droughts has made farming more risky than usual for farmers (Bacher, 2009).
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Sutter
This small, rural county is located in the northern part of the state in the
Sacramento Valley. Sutter County is ranked second in the state for rice production and is
first in production of plums and prunes. Agriculture is the main economic driver and the
top five crops are rice, English walnuts, plums and prunes, vegetables, and wheat for
grain. Somewhat isolated, Sacramento is the closest large city to Sutter County and this
county has the second smallest population out of the study counties with 78,930 people
(American Fact Finder, 2000) (National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997,
2002, 2007) (Welcome to Sutter County, 2009).
Yolo
Close to the Sacramento Metropolitan Statistical Area but near enough to the Bay
Area to be considered part of the San Francisco foodshed, Yolo County is a small,
agriculture county that was once known for being the number one producer of processing
tomatoes in the state. Though that crop is still in the top five for Yolo County ranking
third, the top crop is now hay and haylage (National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987,
1992, 1997, 2002, 2007). Though urbanization is a threat, the county has made
agricultural preservation a priority and as a result, has a large amount of land under
conservation (Yolo County, 2007). The presence of the University of California, Davis
has shaped the growth of Yolo County and defines the population with 28% of those over
18 obtaining a Bachelor’s degree or higher (American Fact Finder, 2000).
These counties have several characteristics in common as evidenced by the
chosen criteria identifying the study counties based on the number of small farms and the
amount of agricultural land. Though none are identical, they can be grouped by
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geographical factors; some are located in the San Joaquin Valley while others are in the
Sacramento Valley. They can also be defined by their proximity to larger communities,
dominant crops, or demographic patterns. The predominant similarity of each county
though is the dependence on and importance of agriculture to the local economy and
culture. This factor is the common trait in all of the counties being analyzed. Once the
study counties have been identified and introduced on a basic level, it is possible to
examine the success factors and what the data reveal about these areas.
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Chapter 4-Findings and Analysis
In the following chapter, data spanning from 1987 to 2007 is analyzed based on
the three success factors previously discussed; total farm acreage, market value of
agriculture products sold, and the number of small farms. This information is intended to
paint a picture of how farms have been growing or shrinking during the twenty year study
period. Each factor weighs in on farm success in a different fashion. While each indicator
has weaknesses and cannot determine overwhelming trends in agriculture one way or the
other, when combined they provide insight into the health of agriculture within the study
counties.
Total Farm Acreage
Total farm acreage shows a net increase or decrease in the county. The prevailing
thought is that if acreage is decreasing that is because agricultural ―working‖ land is
being consumed for some other purpose. This can range from farms being sold for
development to farms going out of business and no longer being used. This number is
important to show overarching trends in a county though it should not be used as the only
measure of the agricultural health of a county as it may overlook a growing trend toward
small farms as larger farms fail.
Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold
This is used to measure a common indicator of accomplishment, economic
success. If agriculture is doing well in a county, this will be reflected in an increase in the
market value. These data are aggregated for the entire county and do not differentiate
between money earned by small and/or sustainable farms and that earned by larger and/or
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conventional farms. This indicator may show that a county is doing well with steady
increases in the market value but it is impossible to pinpoint which farms are responsible
for these increases.
Number of Small Farms
The final indicator may be the most accurate at gauging the success of small
farms. While the other two indicators look at the county as a whole without
differentiation between the myriad farm types, this indicator looks specifically at
increases in the number of farms between 1-499 acres. Increases seen here can safely be
attributed to more small farms populating the county. The new, small farms could be the
result of larger farms failing and being sold or new farmers entering the business. A more
in depth study would be necessary to determine the origin of each new farm in this
category.
CSAS WITHIN THE STUDY AREA
In order to create an accurate list of CSA programs within the study area, it was
necessary to use a number of internet databases connected to local food programs as well
as discussions with farmers and agriculture officials in the study counties. These
databases allow a user to search for CSA programs by county and also community
proximity. This list, though thorough as possible, is not exhaustive as there are many
farms which are beginning at any given time and also are not listed on the various
databases used.
The Census of Agriculture listed farms which marketed products through
Community Supported Agriculture in the 2007 Census data. The information is gathered
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via questionnaire and does not fully define what a CSA is nor does it research the
answers of respondents. The data regarding CSA participation yielded dramatically
higher numbers than those gathered via internet research and discussions with farmers. In
light of these discrepancies and in order to avoid vague representations of what a CSA
farm is, I chose to use the aggregated data as opposed to the census data.
Figure 3. CSA Programs within the Study Area
County
Glenn
Kings
Merced

San Joaquin
San Luis
Obispo

Farm

County
Sonoma
cont.

HHH Farms
Bauer Family Farms
Contented Acres
Rancho Piccolo
Fresh Edibles Community Farm
Lucero Organic Farms
Cal Poly Organic Farm

Farm
Orchard Farms
Petaluma Bounty Farm
Singing Frogs Farm
Sol Food Farm
Three Ox Farm
Tierra Vegetables
Valley End Farm
Wild Rose Farm
Cowgirl Country
Produce

Clark Valley Organic Farm
Stanislaus
Growing Beet Organic Farm
Sutter
Huasna Valley Farm
Del Rio Botanical
Yolo
Kiler Canyon Farm
Diggin' Dog Farm
Rutiz Family Farms
Farm Fresh to You
Thomas Hill Farms
Full Belly Farm
Eatwell Farm
Good Humus Produce
Solano
Canvas Ranch
Live Oak Farm
Sonoma
First Light Farm
Riverdog Farm
Flutter-By Farms
Student Harvest CSA
Foggy River Farm
Terra Firma Farm
Laguna Farm
(Buy Fresh Buy Local: Where to find and enjoy the loal foods of California, 2007) (Local
Harvest: Real Food, Real Farmers, Real Community, 1999) (The Green Gate: NRDC's
Environmental Guide to the San Francisco Bay Area, 2008)
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Figure 4. CSA Locations with the Study Area
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STUDY COUNTY DATA
When looking at National Agriculture Census data for the study counties, one can
see the progress of agriculture in these counties through the years. Beginning in 1987 and
moving forward in five-year increments, the indicators track both success and failure for
farmers in the county. These numbers do not completely tell the story of small farm
successes or failures but can shed some light on what has happened in these counties in
regard to agriculture. When coupled with the location of CSA programs, it is possible to
see a connection between this direct marketing technique and the increase or decrease of
farming in the county.
Total Acreage in Farms
In six counties a drop was seen in the total farm acreage from 1987 to 2007. In
three cases, Kings, Merced, and San Luis Obispo counties, the acreage amounts made a
slight U-shape, with decreases in the beginning of the study period and gains in the latter
part, which brought the 2007 total closer to the initial total of 1987. Three counties kept a
steady amount of farm acreage and had a minimal amount of change throughout the study
period. Sonoma, Solano, and Stanislaus counties had somewhat steady increases in
acreage throughout the study and Yolo County experienced rather stable growth with the
exception of the last data point.
When overlaying the CSA locations with this information, nascent connections
between the success indicators and the CSAs can be made. San Luis Obispo, Sonoma,
and Yolo Counties all have strong CSA participation and realized slight increases in
acreage throughout the study. San Luis Obispo was recovering from an initial loss during
the study but is increasing in acreage and could show another increase in the 2012
35

Agriculture Census. Total acreage will not tell the story completely and it is important to
analyze the Market Value of Agricultural Products sold in the counties as well.

Figure 4. Total Farm Acreage
1987

1992

1997

2002

2007

Glenn

490,732

473,920

482,583

506,272

489,186

Kings

702,173

775,829

656,968

645,598

680,662

Merced

1,049,302

978,831

881,696

1,006,127

1,041,115

San Joaquin

823,729

783,715

808,838

812,629

737,503

San Luis Obispo

1,444,385

1,324,403

1,301,889

1,318,142

1,369,604

Solano

321,297

340,328

362,102

351,453

358,225

Sonoma

549,539

517,114

570,804

627,227

530,895

Stanislaus

719,845

759,649

732,736

789,853

788,954

Sutter

355,973

318,156

348,349

371,964

359,802

Yolo
505,597
518,907
536,595
550,407
(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)

479,858
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Figure 5. Total Acreage Change 1987-2007

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)

Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold
Large increases were seen in the Real Market Value of Agricultural Products sold
in some counties while other did not see such dramatic gains. Since this information is
not differentiated based on the farms selling the product, it is impossible to determine
what type of farm is responsible for the increase in market value. When adjusted for
inflation, almost all of the counties which experienced large increases, Glenn, Kings,
Merced, San Joaquin, and Stanislaus, are nestled in the middle of the fertile San Joaquin
and Sacramento Valleys. These areas are well-known for their monoculture farms with
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large yields. Aggregate market value increases in these counties could be attributed to
these types of farms as opposed to the growing success of small farms. When faced with
this lack of clarity, the number of small farms might prove to be the most accurate
indicator of success because an increase here is specific to farms between 1-499 acres.
Figure 6. Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold Real 2007 dollars
1987

1992

1997

2002

2007

Glenn

186,916

196,416

241,116

322,469

405,439

Kings

598,367

720,175

807,584

1,111,128

1,358,410

Merced

384,513

426,093

565,069

1,974,453

2,330,408

San Joaquin

214,755

258,991

383,719

1,712,734

1,564,354

San Luis Obispo

119,032

132,900

205,178

555,373

560,607

Solano

159,154

179,940

255,057

267,377

244,295

Sonoma

101,787

138,694

212,162

801,001

647,579

Stanislaus

251,154

278,474

378,679

1,721,355

1,820,564

Sutter

194,770

210,892

267,348

351,134

317,607

Yolo
260,372
347,052
469,391
441,982
*2007 dollars (Gross Domestic Products by Industry Accounts—farms)
(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)

384,219
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Figure 7. Change in Market Value 1987-2007

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
Number of Small Farms
The change in small farms, those between 1 and 499 acres, is varied throughout
the study counties with some experiencing increases while other counties showed steady
decreases. Small farm fluctuation was also evident in some counties with losses seen
initially and these numbers regained in later years. In examining the number of small
farms, it is possible to see increases in the three well-established CSA counties, San Luis
Obispo, Sonoma, and Yolo.
In the case of San Luis Obispo and Sonoma counties, this increase has been
dramatic, with a difference of 941 farms between 1992, the lowest point of the study, and
2007 in San Luis Obispo and a difference of 1524 farms in Sonoma County. Yolo County
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on the other hand showed smaller increases with a difference of 106 between 1992, the
lowest point in the study and 2007, the end year. Other counties with little to no CSA
presence experienced steady numbers of small farms or in the case of Kings and Sutter
counties, decreases. These numbers support the claim that CSAs increase the
successfulness of small farms.
Figure 8. Number of Small Farms
1987
1992
1997
2002
Glenn
955
981
999
1,097
Kings
1,036
901
875
938
Merced
1,491
1,386
2,524
2,610
San Joaquin
2,213
2,080
3,543
3,697
San Luis Obispo
1,601
1,496
1,539
1,950
Solano
752
731
672
802
Sonoma
1,722
2,515
2,544
3,245
Stanislaus
1,221
1,172
3,750
4,008
Sutter
1,265
1,208
1,146
1,219
Yolo
801
702
728
860
(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
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2007
1,052
929
2,279
3,312
2,437
782
3,246
3,863
1,092
808

Figure 9. Change in Small Farms

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
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CSAS: DO THEY MAKE A DIFFERENCE?
When looking at each indicator separately, it is difficult to see if CSAs have a clear and
measurable effect on farms. It becomes necessary to isolate the main CSA counties and
analyze all three indicators for that county simultaneously. Three counties stand out in the
study as having a strong, established CSA presence. These counties, San Luis Obispo,
Sonoma, and Yolo, have seven, thirteen, and nine CSA programs respectively, some of
which have been in existence for 25 years (Local Harvest: Real Food, Real Farmers, Real
Community, 1999) (Buy Fresh Buy Local: Where to find and enjoy the loal foods of
California, 2007) (The Green Gate: NRDC's Environmental Guide to the San Francisco
Bay Area, 2008). It is useful to focus on these counties.
SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY
Figure 10. Total Acreage

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
42

Figure 11. Market Value

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
Figure 12. Small Farms

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
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Overall, San Luis Obispo shows progress in all three success indicators, most
impressively with a large increase in the number of small farms in the county. This data
supports the fact that small farms, which are thought to be in decline, are actually
increasing in this county. This growth and success could be correlated to the existence of
CSAs in the county, including a very successful program through California Polytechnic
State University, San Luis Obispo. The relative health of San Luis Obispo farms is also
likely related to the general shift toward fresh and locally produced products (Rutiz
Family Farms, 2009).
When looking at the small share that CSA farms have in the agriculture market as
a whole in San Luis Obispo, it is difficult to claim that they are the sole reason for
farming being successful in the county. Of the 2,784 farms in 2007, only 7 have been
identified as CSA farms. This is hardly a dominant portion of the population. Even using
the larger Agriculture Census number of CSA farmers, 54, the percentage is a paltry
1.9% (National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007). While
CSAs in San Luis Obispo are represented by small numbers, their steady growth and
influence should not be underestimated.
When contacted, two farmers in this county reported on their membership and
income over the years. Ranging from $50,000 to $95,000 annually, the CSA programs
are earning money though not enough to completely support the farming operation. Both
farmers noted that they supplement their income with Farmer’s Markets and private
contracts with stores and restaurants. These farmers have also noticed steady growth,
though their membership is limited by what they can grow and the labor necessary to
grow a large amount of produce. One CSA program has 80 members currently but the
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farmer cannot and does not want to increase beyond 100 members. Another farmer noted
that his CSA had only been in existence for five years and that during the first four years,
he doubled membership each year and now, in the fifth year, is steady with neither gains
nor losses in membership.
SONOMA COUNTY
Figure 13. Total Acreage

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
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Figure 14. Market Value

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
Figure 15. Small Farms

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
Once again, a county that has shown to be popular with CSA farmers has also
shown improvements in all three success indicators, though Sonoma County’s
achievement is not as dramatic as that of San Luis Obispo. The number of small farms
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has undoubtedly increased though there has been a modest decrease recently in both
market value and total acreage. Since Sonoma County is also well-known as a wine-grape
producing region, the drop-offs in both value and acreage could be a result of industry
changes regarding wine and not necessarily related to vegetable and fruit producing
farms. Once again, since these indicators are county-wide and not specific to CSA farms
it is problematic to link variations in these indicators to direct changes in CSA programs.
While no exact numbers could be found for individual farms in Sonoma County,
Singing Frogs Farm is an example of a recently started CSA which is already
experiencing dramatic growth. Only in their second year, Singing Frogs Farm has jumped
from 20 members in its initial year to over double that number with 50 for the 2009
season (Singing Frogs Farm, 2009). Once again, this rapid expansion reflects the
consumer demand for CSA products and the willing market found in the San Francisco
Bay Area.
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YOLO COUNTY
Figure 16. Total Acreage

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
Figure 17. Market Value

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
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Figure 18. Small Farms

(National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007)
Yolo County shows smaller gains as far as the success indicators are concerned.
There were losses in all three indicators but when viewed over the entire period of the
study, Yolo County has done well according to these indicators. Acreage and small farms
were steadily increasing until the final data point in the study. The 2007 reduction could
be the result of any number of things and it is difficult to assign causation without further
research into the political and social climate of the county. Though CSAs are prominent
in the county and have probably helped sustain a relatively healthy farm environment, it
is debatable whether CSAs are responsible for farming improvements in the county.
As with Sonoma County, there is no specific farm data regarding what proportion
of the agricultural market CSAs hold but of the 983 farms, only 9 are designated CSA
farms. This reiterates what has already been mentioned, while CSAs cannot be
responsible for all positive agricultural outcomes in the study counties they are part of a
larger movement toward more sustainable agriculture practices. As was seen in Sonoma
49

County, the proximity of the San Francisco Bay Area increases the available consumer
market and improves the likelihood of CSA success (National Agriculture Statistics
Service, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007).
CONNECTIONS
It is impossible to say that CSAs are the significant factor associated with the
positive outcomes illustrated in this analysis. While CSA dominant counties did well and
in many cases excelled during the study period, many non-CSA counties have also seen
success via the indicators. These successes could be a result of policy decisions made at
the local level and shifting of demand toward fresh local produce in today’s agricultural
market. It is also reasonable to believe that a greater demand for local products factored
into these increases. Many of the CSA farmers supplement CSA income with other sales
methods, such as farmer’s markets and direct sales to restaurants and stores. In many
cases, the farms have been involved in these partnerships longer than the CSA programs
(Clark Valley Organic Farm, 2009) (Rutiz Family Farms, 2009). CSAs are not the lone
explanation for small farm success but they work in conjunction with a number of other
factors.
As a component in a larger movement toward farm sustainability, CSAs provide
fresh produce directly to consumers and satisfy a growing demand. As previously
mentioned, consumer demand has shifted in the United States and elsewhere. People are
choosing fresh foods for a number of reasons ranging from personal health to global
health. Sustainably produced food is more responsible, equitable, and tastes better. The
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expansion and success of CSAs are emblematic of communities in California placing a
higher value on small-scale farming and a greater importance on local food sources.
CSA SUCCESS FACTORS
While this study does not look at what make CSA programs successful but rather
if CSA programs help make small farms more successful, it is useful to note which
factors seem to promote CSA programs in an area. There are many determinants to
whether a CSA will be successful in an area and some are listed here. One factor is the
proximity to metropolitan areas. As evidenced in Figure 19, there are concentrations of
CSA programs in counties that are within 100 miles of a metropolitan area. While many
CSAs serve their own community, in many cases the local population does not provide
enough demand to keep a farm in business. The access to a diverse metropolitan clientele
is important to the success of a program, especially as more CSAs locate in a fertile
farming area. This conclusion is supported by other research stating that “CSAs are more
likely to be found adjacent to large metropolitan counties” (Schnell, 2007).
This research also shows that CSAs are consistently found in areas with three
main traits based on income, education, and ethnicity. Often the demand for fresh local
produce is a function of education and income. CSA communities usually have higher
incomes and lower poverty rates. This information corresponds with the abundance of
CSAs found in more wealthy counties as opposed to poorer ones within the study area. It
is also common to see high levels of educational attainment in areas where CSAs thrive.
Nationally, CSAs have done well in places like Ann Arbor, Michigan and Madison,
Wisconsin. In the three counties with the most CSAs in this study, the presence of
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universities has played an important role in the culture of the county. Ethnically, more
whites, Asians, and Hispanics are found in communities with CSAs. In California, these
are populations with already high concentrations throughout the state, though there is a
tendency for immigrants to work on farms in California and CSAs are generally more
labor-intensive because of the multiple crops and sustainable practices. The data will not
give a complete account of the agricultural climate in the study counties, and therefore,
personal interviews are necessary (Schnell, 2007).
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Figure 19. CSA Location is relation to Metropolitan Areas
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Chapter 5-Interviews
When evaluating the success of CSA programs, agricultural census data do not
paint a complete picture. As seen in the previous chapter, these numbers give a general
idea about how farming is doing but they are unable to specifically point out a strong
association between CSAs and successes or failures in the study counties. It is necessary
to augment this data with conversations with CSA farmers to learn what they feel the
benefits of CSA farming are and if a connection between CSAs and small farm success is
apparent. By talking to the farmers who are working in California and trying to flourish
on their plot of land, a clearer vision of CSA farming is obtained.
The following chapter consists of excerpts from interviews done with five
different CSA farmers in the study area. The growers who took part in the interviews all
have different backgrounds. For instance, with Fresh Edibles Community Farm in San
Joaquin County the farmer had participated in more conventional farming models for
over 20 years and only started a CSA three years ago while the owner of Canvas Ranch
in Sonoma County had a highly successful career in marketing eight years ago and
decided to change careers and start a CSA farm (Canvas Ranch, 2009) (Fresh Edibles
Community Farm, 2009). This variety of conditions provides a range of viewpoints on
farming in general and CSAs in particular. Below are their responses to three main
questions; why they chose CSA farming? what the main benefits of CSA farming are, both
financially and socially? And what the social climate toward farming is in his/her
county?
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WHY CSA FARMING?
This question received diverse responses with some participants looking for a
change in lifestyle and leaving a non-farming job while other participants were already
farmers and looking for a better way to farm but all answers had a common theme of the
farmers wanting to participate in a better farm model.
Our Farmer’s Market business had been dropping off and was not as
lucrative and I started looking for other avenues. I also bought land that
was closer to the city, more ―urban‖ and could sell directly off the farm.
Then from there, people became interested in being in a CSA (Rutiz
Family Farms, 2009).
We didn't want to sell wholesale...direct marketing nets more of the dollar
to the farm (Clark Valley Organic Farm, 2009).
We felt that CSA farming was the new and exciting way to farm. Good
for community as well as being able to farm without pesticides; getting
back to what farming should be, not big farming corporations and foreign
foods for consumption. Quality of life for us has improved in that he is
much happier doing CSA farming as opposed to working for ―big‖
corporations (Fresh Edibles Community Farm, 2009).
As a marketing person, I saw right off the bat that I could grow a tomato
and sell it wholesale for let’s say 50 cents, or sell it retail at a Farmer’s
Market (assuming it sold) for $1, or dress it up and deliver it and sell it for
$1.25. Same tomato, better income (Canvas Ranch, 2009).
FINANCIAL AND SOCIAL BENEFITS OF CSA FARMING
While some of the financial benefits have been mentioned, the fiscal stability
offered by CSAs has made an impressive difference to these farmers. In the case of Clark
Valley Organic Farm, the CSA program is the reason they are still in farming (Clark
Valley Organic Farm, 2009). The benefits are not only financial though, the sense of
community that is so often mentioned in CSA studies is very real to the farmers as well
as the customers and was evident throughout the interviews.
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Financial
The farm is most definitely more financially stable. We relied on Farmer’s
Market’s before and as that fell off, we needed to make up that money. I
can’t say for sure if I’d still be farming. If we didn’t have the CSA, I
would have probably tried to pick up more Farmer’s Markets and would
have been on the road more. I would have looked at different avenues
(Rutiz Family Farms, 2009).
All the crop is sold before it’s planted (Canvas Ranch, 2009)!
[When asked about buying his farm in 1998 as a CSA farmer]
It took some time for our loan officer to understand what a CSA is. It can
be difficult for people from conventional agriculture to understand what
we do (Walker, 2009).
Social
We enjoy this way of farming because we have direct contact with the
consumer for the first time. We also feel that we are doing something
healthy for our members as well as ourselves in eating local. Everyone
feels a benefit in knowing where their food grows and who is growing it
(Fresh Edibles Community Farm, 2009).
Members feel an attachment to our farm and have loyalty to our farm.
There are very large vegetable farms in the area and they sell wholesale,
outside the state, outside the country. There are very few small farms
though. People feel like this is ―our‖ farm. The CSA provides income and
an opportunity to sell to the community. The appreciation we get from the
community goes a long way to keeping us going. It is equal to or more
valuable than what we get monetarily (Rutiz Family Farms, 2009).
One of the benefits is the certainty that there is a market for your product
and the people who care about the farm and support it. The community
also has a huge wealth of knowledge and helps improve the farm (Eatwell
Farm, 2009).
THE FUTURE OF FARMING
While these participants seem to be surviving if not thriving as farmers, the
question of who will be farming these fields in the years to come remains. Many
agricultural counties are losing their farming communities to old age and the average age
of farmers in the United States is 57 (National Agriculture Statistics Service, 1987, 1992,
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1997, 2002, 2007). It is imperative to the future of farming to get younger people
involved. Some farmers have noted an interest in agriculture from younger people in the
community while others see farming decreasing in the area. In the case of San Luis
Obispo County, farmers have differing opinions on the future of farming. The answers to
this question may be the most important from the interview because they speak to the
future of food, whether that is 5, 10, or 20 years in the future.
San Luis Obispo
Historically, San Luis Obispo has had conventional large-scale farming
but it is not as lucrative anymore. Land prices are high and a young person
cannot get land. I don’t see traditional farming lasting for another
generation. It is so lousy for farmers. CSAs could have potential but very
few people have an interest in doing it. I have two kids and they are not
interested in farming. They want to follow their own plans. Community
supported farms are the things of the future. It makes a lot of sense for the
agricultural community to support the local populace (Rutiz Family
Farms, 2009).
We see a few more young people into farming. Lots of people at the
farmers markets. A few new young farmers...one who we helped train for
his own farm (Clark Valley Organic Farm, 2009).
San Joaquin
Most farming in San Joaquin County is farmers doing large acreage and
selling to distributors. We have a pretty health farmers market with local
farmers as well as outside the county farmers contributing. There are only
a hand-full of CSA’s in the county (Fresh Edibles Community Farm,
2009).
Sonoma
I am on the advisory board for the Santa Rosa Junior College Sustainable
Ag Program and we’re seeing a lot more interest from young people in
small scale agriculture—farming, livestock, cheesemaking, etc. in Sonoma
County. The typical farm is a farmer’s market farm or one that grows for
high end restaurants (Canvas Ranch, 2009).
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The benefits of CSA farming are varied and cannot all be quantified. While some
farmers spoke of increased financial stability and a greater portion of each dollar coming
back to the farm, they also valued the sense of community CSAs engender which cannot
be replicated in larger, corporate farming endeavors. CSAs also provide alternatives to
conventional farming which may prove to be financial advantages for small-scale farmers
in the future. As market demand shifts, these farmers, with a variety of crops and
sustainable growing methods, will be well-equipped to serve consumers. The farmers I
spoke with obviously enjoy what they are doing but that does not guarantee their land
will be farmed in the future. Though sustainable farming practices are gaining popularity
with younger generations (Salkin, 2008), it is unclear if new start-up farms will increase
at fast enough rates to replace the loss of farms to old age and death. It is necessary for
local governments to take an active role in encouraging and promoting agricultural to
ensure farming has a place in the future of these communities.
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Chapter 6-Conclusions and Recommendations for Rural Counties
Since CSA programs first were introduced to the United States in 1986, they have
provided an opportunity to farm on a small-scale for those with enough moxie. Instead of
becoming slaves to “big ag” and the technological gains that have arguably improved
agriculture throughout the world, these farmers decided to move in the opposite direction
on the agricultural evolutionary spectrum. Instead of “getting big or getting out,” they
chose to stay small and farm in different ways for different markets. They chose to have
relationships with their communities and a better of quality of life. Historically this
decision has not been rewarded with financial security. Slowly this tide is turning,
though. As agriculture increasingly becomes an industry and the name of a community’s
local farmer is Cargill, small-scale farms are experiencing a resurgence and communities
are reconnecting with what they lost years ago (Pollan, 2006).
The growing demand for locally produced food is real and as global warming and
social unrest increases worldwide, more people will make the choice for sustainable
agriculture which wreaks less havoc with our environment, supports local economic
markets, and provides a healthy product for the consumer. Farmers have been an integral
part of local economies and they can fill that role again but they need support from their
communities. CSAs are an example of one way that communities and farmers can thrive
in a symbiotic relationship.

59

CSAS: THE NUMBERS AND THE STORIES
This analysis attempted to poise CSA programs as a lifeline for farmers struggling
to make it in the 21st century. Using a combination of a quantitative and qualitative data,
it is possible to draw a connection between small farm success and CSA programs but
this is not only factor. Agricultural Census data have shown increases in farm acreage,
market value, and the number of small farms within the study area over a 20 year period
but the data does not create a distinct line. These increases may have to do with CSA
programs but more likely, CSAs and the improving farm numbers are part of a larger
trend toward preserving farmland and an agrarian way of life and the market demand for
sustainable food sources.
In order to learn more about the effect of CSAs and draw more concrete
conclusions about their role in farming success, interviews were conducted with both
farmers and County Agriculture commissioners and advisors. Again and again, these
conversations highlighted CSA programs as a diversification technique which helped
small farmers stay in business. Instead of the conventional model, selling to distributors
for low prices, farmers are able to sell directly to consumers for a higher price because of
the increased product value. They can borrow less money from banks and depend on
consumer support within their communities to fund their farming business. These are
some of the benefits CSA programs produce. In numerous conversations with County
Agriculture Commissioners and Small Farm Advisors, CSAs were cited as marketing
avenues which allowed farmers to “make it” and provide diversification options to
farmers willing and savvy enough to try them (Cline, 2008) (Robinson, 2008).
60

NEXT STEPS: HOW TO SAVE SMALL-SCALE AGRICULTURE
This study provides enough information to view CSA programs as a viable option
in the diversification and promotion of small-scale agriculture. CSA programs are a
perfect fit for small farms because they require less acreage and less dependence on
machinery. Amassing acreage in conventional farming models is a prohibitive capital
outlay and can be the difference between success and failure for a farmer. This is also
pertinent to farmers starting out in the business without any land. With CSAs, less
acreage is needed and many farmers can survive off of 10 to 40 acres, slowly adding
acreage as needed when the money and land is available.
CSAs also are less machine dependant. Since farmers are not cultivating hundreds
upon hundreds of acres in one crop, they do not need to spend money on large harvesters
and other equipment. The CSA model has farmers growing diverse crops on a smaller
level which requires people, not machines. In many case, farmers only need a tractor and
a truck. Instead the value is put on humans. The increased labor intensity benefits the
community as the business grows and the farmer employs more people, spreading farm
dollars throughout the area instead of mailing them to John Deere in monthly payments.
Agricultural counties should recognize these benefits and support this type of
diversification. In rural counties, the economic health of farms is directly linked to the
economic health of the county as a whole. Much can be done through the Agriculture and
Economic Development Departments at the county level. Capital financing, training
programs in business and marketing, and at a very basic level, opening a dialogue
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between those farmers who have already started CSAs and those in the beginning stages
of CSA development would all help these programs gain traction in farm communities.
As already mentioned the capital outlay for agriculture is steep and the risks are
high. This makes it very challenging for those starting out and continuing in farming to
get loans. The difficulty that Eatwell Farms had in obtaining a loan is not surprising
because many banks do not understand CSA farming and are hesitant to invest in an
unknown business model (Walker, 2009). Even conventional farmers have a hard time
obtaining funds for improvements and expansion. The intervention of local governments
could be instrumental in helping farmers access funding to buy land or make
improvements. By providing small business loans to farmers, local government has the
opportunity to support its agricultural community and preserve this culture.

The

government could also provide guidance on forming cooperatives for farmers who are not
ready to face this challenge alone and would rather share the risk with others.
While local governments may balk at the risk involved in these funding
opportunities, they can look to financiers like Slow Money as an example of how these
investments have been paying off. Inspired by the Slow Food movement, Slow Money
values sustainable economic growth and thinks that get rich quick plans are harmful to
the planet because of myopic focus on high rates of return and disregard for the
environment. By attracting venture capitalists to environmentally-friendly, local
enterprises, Slow Money aims to fund smaller businesses which prioritize steady growth
over fast cash (Slow Money, 2009).
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While this seems contrary to mainstream economics, it has been working. People
invest smaller amounts of money in businesses they truly believe in and in some cases
know personally. This can be seen in the case of Josh Goldstein of Brooklyn who is
thinking about making an investment with his wife in “local green companies” that they
can trust. They are considering investing $1000 in the dairy from which they buy milk
(Conaway, 2009). Slow Money is just one example and it probably will not
revolutionalize the world of venture capitalism but it does show that people are thinking
differently about small businesses and what they represent. Slow Money can act as a
working model of an alternative to the way things are done.
Local governments could also assist farmers with small business training. Just
because someone wants to farm and understands the science of agriculture does not mean
he understands the business of agriculture. Instead of allowing new businesses to fail
because of lack of experience, local governments should provide training for farmers,
explaining the intricacies of accounting, taxes, and human resources. Farming is risky
enough without letting simple business management skills undermine an entrepreneur.
Other training opportunities involve marketing and promotion. Many farmers
have continued with conventional farming methods because they do not know how to
market their business at the level necessary for CSA programs. This lack of knowledge
becomes a barrier to diversification. Training programs would demystify the process for
some farmers and allow them to take the next step in their business.
If a formal training program is too expensive or time-consuming, communities
could simply open channels of communication between farmers. In farming like any
other business, people learn through trial and error. Each passing year in business
63

provides farmers with a wealth of knowledge which many are willing to share with their
neighbors. These lines of communication would help new farmers avoid the pitfalls of the
CSA model and foster a cooperative culture in the community at very little cost to all
involved.
CSAS AS A SUSTAINABLE OPTION
CSAs are part of a growing movement in society and should be promoted as an
alternative to conventional farming. Communities will always need food and if it can be
produced locally in a healthy fashion, the surrounding area will benefit. Though CSAs
have been steadily growing since first being implemented in 1986, this farming model
would spread to more communities with government assistance. The CSA model will not
work in every community but it can work well in some as evidenced in this report. By
using initiative and capitalizing on local support, small farms might be able to not only
survive but flourish and once again be thriving agricultural centers in California
communities.

64

Appendix
Market Value Deflator
Year

Price Index

2007 index

Deflator

1987

95.015

67.5859

0.6759

1992

104.012

73.9857

0.7399

1997

111.914

79.6065

0.7961

2002

100.341

71.3744

0.7137

2007
140.584
(Industry Economic Accounts, 2008)
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