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Introduction

It seems to be a popular misconception that economics is a discipline that focuses on the
dollars and cents of an issue or problem. Economics is defined as the study of the allocation of
scarce resources among competing end uses. With just a little creativity, we can mold that
definition to fit any number of issues or problems. Economics is applied to a diverse range of
issues from agricultural production to environmental degradation to political economy issues
such as gender equality in labor markets.

It is not uncommon to be faced with allocation problems where the benefits and costs of a
decision are poorly measured by market prices. Many allocation decisions affect the welfare of
individuals and society as a whole, quite possibly through external costs or benefits that are
associated with individual decisions. Where external benefits and costs are involved, market
prices do not reflect actual costs or benefits. This is exactly the case in considering the
economics of CSA. CSA operations provide measurable benefits to consumers through their
shares, but they also provide external benefits that are not easily valued. Important benefits from
CSA operations include the elimination of harmful effects associated with agricultural chemicals.
Thus, external costs are negligible or zero. CSA operations provide environmental benefits,
community functions, education for shareholders and their families, as well as other creative
services. A complete accounting of all these benefits is an important part of the economics of
CSA.

Having argued that a proper economic analysis of CSA is complex and should include
many nonmonetary benefits, we are going to avoid many of these issues in this paper. We will
focus on a small part of the overall picture. Our focus here will be on just the measurable costs
and returns of CSA farm production. We will consider only the private costs of production borne
by the CSA operation, those costs associated with producing crops. The returns that are
considered below include only the returns to the CSA through sale of shares. Other benefits to
the shareholders and the community, while important, will not be included in our analysis.
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1996 CSA Survey

The results presented here are part of alarger research project supported by Northeast
SARE. The objective of the project isto enhance the viability of CSA operations in the
Northeast through outreach and research. Our focus at the University of Massachusetts is
research on the viability of CSA operations. To address that issue, surveys of CSA operations
were conducted in 1996 and 1997 to collect data on CSA costs and returns for the previous years
(1995 and 1996). A third survey will be conducted in 1998 to gather data for 1997. Our god is
to develop apand data set for CSA operations.

The analysis presented here utilizes the 1996 survey data. The survey was conducted in
March of 1997. A total of 74 surveys were mailed and 26 returns were received for aresponse
rate of 35 percent. The survey was designed to gather detailed information on CSA returns,
production levels, and costs. Additional information was collected on CSA labor and crop
production methods, especially weed, insect and disease control. We aso collected alimited
amount of information on characteristics of the farm operator and the type of CSA organization.

Returns and Costsfor 1996 CSA Operations

A brief depiction of the average CSA operation is presented in Table 1. The average
amount of cropland on these 26 farms was approximately 23 acres. Of that, about 11 acres were
used for the CSA operation. Respondents provide an indication of gross fam income through a
categorica variable. On average, gross farm income was between $30,000 and $39,999 in 1996.
The average reported CSA income for these farms was $35,567.65.

A number of different shares were produced by these CSA operations. Data were
collected on six different types of shares, both non-working and working shares. Average
number of each type of share and the share prices are presented in Table 1. In order to compare
CSA output, we calculate the number of full share equivaents for each fam. To do thiswe
assumed that share prices reflected the relative values of each type of share. We then aggregated
the different shares weighted by their price relative to that of afull share. 1t would have been
preferable to aggregate based on the pounds of produce in each share. However, detailed data on
the weight of each type of share were not available. On average, these 26 CSA operations
produced the equivalent of about 77 full shares. Data were collected on the amount of produce
provided in afull share. We found afull share to include about 404 pounds of produce, on

average.

Average returns and costs reported by these 26 CSA operations are presented in Table 2.
A number of farms sold produce a other markets, and the data here are only for the CSA
enterprise of the farm. Table 2 presents apicture of returns and costs for the average CSA as
well asreturns and costsper share based on the average of about 77 full shares. The average
CSA operation provided $35,567.65 in revenues for the farm, which represents about $464 per
share. Expenses are divided into labor expenses and other cash expenses. Included in other cash
expenses are anumber of items such as seeds, plants, fudls, supplies, depreciation, interest, taxes



