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As concerns about food safety grow because of various diseases, consumers increasingly want to know
where their food comes from and how it is raised.

Organic farming is one way that people can know both of those things and a lot more. Some organic
farmers provide consumers "food with a story to tell" and give those who use their products a way to
watch how their vegetables are grown without chemical fertilizers. This national trend is an unmet need
in West Virginia.

Helping to meet that need is Susan Sauter, co-owner of Flying Ewe Farm in Bruceton Mills (Preston
County), W.Va., who operates her business through a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
approach. She sells shares or "subscriptions" based on her anticipated end product each year. The
shareholders commit to support the organic farm throughout the season and assume some of the risks
and costs of growing the food.

Seven of Sauter's 118 acres are arable or cultivable. Growing her vegetables and herbs on only one-half
acre, she serves 20 families each year during a 23-week period Each shareholder currently pays $400 a
year.

To understand the CSA model better, Susan and her husband, Don, received a Sustainable Agriculture
Research and Education (SARE) grant to attend the Northeast Community Supported Agriculture
Conference in New York State two years ago. The West Virginia University Extension Service helped
them obtain that U.S. Department of Agriculture grant.

"The CSA model lets me concentrate on growing food, not marketing it. It establishes a link between the
consumer, food, farmer, and the land," Sauter said. "That is the heart of what consumers are looking
for."

To her knowledge, she is the only person in the state operating a CSA. Sauter believes that West
Virginia's proximity to many of the nation's population centers makes it a prime area to start such a
business.

"The people in those population centers want the organically raised food. They want food with a story to
tell, which is connected to a place; and are willing to pay for it. West Virginia farmers can make that
connection for this large consumer group," said Sauter, who is president of the Mountain State Organic
Growers and Buyers Association.
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