
What is a CSA? 

A CSA, or Community Supported Agriculture, is a way for people to buy fresh products directly from 

producers. Introduced to the United States in the 1980s by two New England farms, CSAs continue to 

serve as a way to foster producer-consumer relationships while also encouraging communities to 

develop economies that produce and consume locally. A producer (or group of producers) will offer 

shares to the public. Usually a share will take the form of weekly bags of produce, meat, eggs, or 

whatever is being grown or raised by the producer offering the shares. People interested in taking part 

in the CSA will purchase a share and then receive their weekly bags for the season.  

CSAs can be structured in many different ways. The most typical example we see is the one described 

above: a customer will pay a producer a flat fee at the beginning of the farming season and should 

expect to receive a bag of products each week. Paying before the farming season begins allows 

producers to cover their start-up costs and experiment with new varieties of produce. Some CSAs may 

charge by the week instead of requiring a payment before the season begins. Either way, customers 

should be prepared to embrace the farming season just like producers have to. If a crop fails due to 

weather, for example, a customer should not necessarily expect to receive that particular product in 

their weekly share; on the other hand, if there is an overabundance of one crop, a customer should get 

ready to potentially receive the same product a couple of weeks in a row. This experience of adapting to 

the effects of nature allows customers to develop an even stronger relationship with producers and a 

deeper understanding of where their food comes from.  

April, a Nutrition and Health Program Educator here at CCE, says the most interesting aspect of being 

part of a CSA is seeing what she will be cooking that week: “[I have to retrain] my brain to prepare 

recipes based on what I have on hand rather than thinking of a recipe first and then buying those 

ingredients. Each week becomes my own personal cooking challenge to turn my CSA ingredients into a 

new dish. It helps me think outside the box and get creative in the kitchen.” When one of the 

participants of Farm Fresh Foods for Healthy Kids, a family cooking class held every Thursday at CCE until 

the end of August, whose family is part of a CSA was asked, “What do you like most about CSAs?” he 

responded, “I cook more!” The excitement of getting a CSA share and figuring out what is to be done 

with the contents inside is not a unique feeling for April or the Farm Fresh Foods participant. Many 

would agree that there is something exciting about being surprised when emptying your CSA bag.    

Now you may be asking, “How can I get involved?” CCE-Jefferson’s 2018 Local Food Guide is a good 

place to start. Scan the page for “CSA” in bold letters to find one in the area. You can also visit 

https://www.localharvest.org/csa/ and click on the orange “Find a Local CSA” bar at the top of the page. 

As always, talk to local producers in your community, as they are a wealth of knowledge and may even 

have a CSA themselves. Participating in a CSA can be exciting and very rewarding for both customers and 

producers. If you have any further questions about how to get involved, or are interested in learning 

more about Field Goods, a subscription-based CSA that delivers to the North Country, please feel free to 

contact Cornell Cooperative Extension’s office at (315) 788-8450. 
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