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“There is a paradox in today’s world, known as the 4/5 paradox: 80% of 
food is produced by family farmers and, at the same time, 80% of hungry 
and malnourished people are family farmers and their children.”  (Arvelo, 
2019) 

 

Introduction 

The United Nations launched the Decade of Family Farming, 2019-2028 in recognition of the 

central importance of family farming to world food security; over 90% of the world’s farms are 

family-operated (United Nations General Assembly, 2018).  Yet today, family farms throughout 

the world struggle to maintain solvency. The farm share of the average dollar a consumer spends 

on food is at all-time lows, 14.6% in 2017 in the United States and 21% in the European Union 

in 2011 (U.S. Department of Agriculture [USDA] Economic Research Service, 2019; De Shutter, 

2019). At the same time, it is challenging for consumers in many areas to obtain high quality 

food, with limited food access in some areas described as food deserts.  Innovative strategies to 

connect family farmers with local consumers are addressing these needs.  Community supported 

agriculture (CSA) is one strategy that is growing across the globe; it is the “the only model of 

farming in which consumers deliberately agree to share the risks and benefits with farmers” 

(Urgenci, n.d.i).  Urgenci: International Network of Community Supported Agriculture 

(urgenci.net), founded by farmers in 2006, advocates for this innovative approach to support 

family farms and local food sovereignty.  

 

What is Community Supported Agriculture? 

I became familiar with CSA in the late 1980s, soon after its introduction to the United States by 

Robyn Van En and Trauger Groh (DeMuth, 1993; Groh & McFadden, 1997).  At its essence, 

CSA is an alternative model of small-scale farming that connects the producer with end 
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consumers in a system that offers more than an alternative market. The community of consumers 

is encouraged to make personal connections with the CSA farmer(s) and local agriculture 

through engagement on the farm via tours, work days, and other events. Urgenci (n.d.b) 

describes CSA as “local solidarity-based partnerships between producers and consumers” who 

share core values of agroecology, biodiversity, food sovereignty, and solidarity economy.  

Community supported agriculture is  

“a radical approach to the production and supply of food that builds 

strong, close and mutually beneficial partnerships between 

communities and producers. Though still a niche element of the local 

food sector and representing a tiny part of the food system as a whole, 

CSA offers a powerful approach to reconnecting people and 

agriculture. It is increasingly attractive as an answer to popular 

concerns about sustainability, resilience and transparency in the food 

system” (Saltmarsh, Meldrum, & Longhurst, 2011).   

CSA sits in the midst of civil society movements, a new economic order, and environmentalism 

(Hitchman, 2014).  

The concept of CSA emerged independently in Japan and Switzerland in the mid-1970s 

(Henderson and Van En, 2007).  In Japan, the movement is known as Teikei (“partnership” or 

“joint business”); it grew out of a three-year reading circle initiated by a farmer with local 

housewives seeking organic food (Japan Organic Agriculture Association, 2019).  Around the 

same time, urban consumers in Geneva, Switzerland began a cooperative with a gardener in 

order to establish a direct link to their food production; thus began the first CSA at Les Jardins de 

Cocagne with 30 members (Les jardins de Cocagne, 2019a). Today, multiple farmers and over 
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400 members participate in this CSA, in which each member labors on the farm a few days each 

season or pays more for missed work days (Les jardins de Cocagne, 2019b).  Since 1985, the 

farm budget has included 1% for charity work in Africa (Les jardins de Cocagne, 2019a). The 

CSA model was customized to local conditions and rapidly spread.   

“All the way around the world in countries as diverse as the United 

States, Japan, France, China or Mali, people who farm and people who 

eat are forming communities around locally grown food.  Community 

Supported Agriculture (CSA), Teikei, AMAP, Reciproco, ASC – the 

names may be different but the essence is the same.  Active citizens 

are making a commitment to local farms to share the risks and the 

bounty of ecological farming” proclaimed Elizabeth Henderson, 

honorary president of Urgenci in 2010 (Urgenci, n.d.c).  

The CSA movement continues to spread, and is now found on all continents and involves 3 

million people (J. Hitchman, personal communication, June 3, 2019).  

The actual structure of CSA is very flexible and widely adaptable. CSA may be initiated by 

a farmer, group of farmers, or by a group of consumers.  Typically, the producer(s) and 

consumers meet to establish production goals, distribution plans, and a budget.  For instance, 

farmers may agree to provide one “share” of mixed fruit and vegetables per week to each 

consumer for 24 weeks at specified “pick up” locations. Community supported agriculture 

subscriptions may include produce, meat, eggs, dairy products, and value-added items such as 

bread, honey, and jams.  The price of a member share, established in partnership by the 

producer(s) and consumer(s), is based on the costs of production including a fair wage for farm 

labor.  Some CSAs require labor is required of all members, while others offer discounts to 
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members who volunteer on the farm. The CSAs vary in size from 20-30 shares grown by one 

gardener to 1,000 shares produced by a collective of family farms.  Many CSAs offer options in 

member payments (e.g., installment plans), products (e.g., partial shares) and distribution (e.g., 

local delivery and farm pick up).  Local adaptations include U-pick areas for CSA members only 

and Farm Cards, where members deduct the value of selected produce at the CSA farm market 

from their share.  Annual harvest celebrations for members at CSA farms are common.   

 

Origins of Urgenci 

French farmers Denise and Daniel Vuillon formed Urgenci, inspired by the success of the 

economic alternative of CSA in saving their own family farm.  Daniel is the 6th generation 

farmer of Les Olivades in Ollioules near Toulon, in the south of France (Lère AMAP de France 

Les Olivades, n.d.d).  The farm has been in the family since 1789 but, like many small farms, by 

the 1990s, was in economic trouble.  In the 1970s, the farm converted from wholesale artichoke 

production to direct marketing a variety of vegetables, motivated in part by international 

competition and new irrigation opportunities (Lère AMAP de France Les Olivades, n.d.c).  

Selling the harvests at the farm stand and to supermarkets yielded insufficient returns (Lère 

AMAP de France Les Olivades, n.d.d; Urgenci, n.d.c). In 1999, the couple learned about CSA 

during travels to New York, USA.  They set up their own version of a CSA, Association pour le 

Maintien d’une Agriculture Paysanne (AMAP) with 40 shareholders in 2001 (Lère AMAP de 

France Les Olivades, n.d.b). The CSA at Les Olivades improved the farm’s finances and enabled 

hiring of four full-time, year-round employees (Lère AMAP de France Les Olivades, n.d.b).  In 

addition to financial contributions, AMAP members demonstrated support for Les Olivades in 

the face of urban encroachment.  Members played a critical role in stopping expropriation of the 
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farmland for a new tramline (Henderson and Van En, 2007, p. 261; Lère AMAP de France Les 

Olivades, n.d.a). Today, local restaurants also participate in AMAP at Les Olivades, as 33% of 

the farm baskets (shares) are delivered to six restaurants and 230 families subscribe (Lère AMAP 

de France Les Olivades, n.d.a).  

To help slow the loss of other family farms, the Vuillons founded Alliance Provence with 

support from the regional government to help local farms create AMAPs (Lère AMAP de France 

Les Olivades, n.d.d).  According to Daniel Vuillon, 25 farms and 4,000 consumers were involved 

in this “new economy” by June, 2003 (L’AMAP, une alternative pour le producteur, n.d.). The 

following year, 100 AMAPs operated in the region.  A national network of AMAPs formed, 

Alliance Paysans-ecologiestes-consommaterus (Alliance of Peasants-Ecologists-Consumers, 

http://alliancepec.free.fr/).  By 2010-2011, 6,000 producers in France were in AMAP in 

collaboration with a million consumers (Lère AMAP de France Les Olivades. (n.d.b). The 

Vuillons traveled to countries in Europe and Africa, sharing their experiences with the CSA 

model for family farms.  They established Urgenci with headquarters in Aubagne, France, as an 

international network of CSAs (Urgenci, n.d.c).  

 

Mission and Activities of Urgenci  

The mission of Urgenci is to bring together  

“citizens, small farmers, consumers, activists and concerned political actors at 

global level through an alternative economic approach called Local Solidarity-

based Partnerships between Producers and Consumers [as a way of] maintaining 

and developing small-scale organic family farming and of achieving local food 

sovereignty for each region and community worldwide” (Urgenci, n.d.i).  
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Community supported agriculture “offers one of the most hopeful alternatives” to globalized 

agribusiness (Urgenci, n.d.a). These partnerships are characterized by equity in producers-

consumer relationships, autonomy of each partnership, transparent practices, and dedication to 

ecological farming practices to provide safe, healthy food in a short food-supply chain. As an 

international network, Urgenci integrates with other international organizations such as La Via 

Campesina, a well-established global peasants union, International Federation of Organic 

Agriculture Movements (IFOAM), and Réseau Intercontinental pour la Promotion de 

l’Économie Social Solidaire (Intercontinental Network for the Promotion of Social Solidarity 

Economy).  A solidarity economy supports pluralistic approaches to social and economic 

democracy, where social welfare takes primacy over profits (U.S. Solidarity Economy Network, 

n.d.). Urgenci receives funding from the E.U. Commission, the French government, plus two 

charities in France and Switzerland. It is governed by an executive team, advisory committee, 

and an eight-member International Committee. During its first six to seven years, Urgenci 

focused on dissemination of CSA best practices and creating connections among existing CSA in 

Europe, Japan, and North America (Hitchman, 2014).  For the past five years, Urgenci focused 

efforts more on advocacy for sustainable governance (Hitchman, 2014). Urgenci supports 

“experience sharing”, education, advocacy, and research (urgenci.net). 

Experience Sharing. The very basis of Urgenci is the value of farmer-to-farmer exchange 

to share best practices and help promote CSA, also known as AMAP, Teikei, ASC, 

Voedselteams, GASAP, and other names.  The importance of these exchanges continues to be 

identified as a priority by Urgenci members and incorporated into the organization’s three-year 

Action Plan. Urgenci creates opportunities for face-to-face experience sharing by organizing 

conferences and meetings of regional and global CSA networks. Since 2004, Urgenci has 
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organized an international symposium to facilitate experience sharing every two to three years.  

To date, these symposia have been held in France, Portugal, Japan, the United States, China, and 

Greece. In 2018, Urgenci Europe held its fourth meeting in conjunction with the seventh 

International CSA Symposium and the second meeting of the Mediterranean Local Solidarity 

Partnership for Agroecology in Thessaloniki, Greece (Urgenci, n.d.j). The group publishes and 

hosts extensive digital content, including interviews with farmers, minutes from farmer 

gatherings, and reports of local strategies, such as Oumar Diabate’s local food kiosks in Mali as 

CSA distribution points.  Teikei is the group’s online newsletter; issues from 2014 to the present 

are accessible at http://urgenci.net/teikei-newsletter/.  “Learning journeys” are arranged for 

members to visit each others’ sites, most recently in Turkey in 2017 (Urgenci, n.d.e). Resources 

developed in response to interviews with CSA producers are in development as part of 

SolidBase, an effort to address financial sustainability of the CSA model. These resources will 

include an online mentoring program, where members can seek help from others with expertise 

in a specific area through the Urgenci website. Shared ICT Tools are another form of experience 

sharing, where Urgenci members recommend management software including some free 

programs dedicated to CSA applications (Urgenci, n.d.g).   

Education. In fulfillment of Urgenci’s common pledge to “communicate the benefits of 

CSA, and its radical transformation of the food system,” Urgenci hosts educational materials and 

publicizes its activities in a blog (http://urgenci.net/blog) and through social media, Twitter 

@Urgenci1; Facebook @UrgenciCommunitySupportedAgricultureAroundtheWorld (Urgenci, 

n.d.b). In 2013, Urgenci’s first collective publication, European Handbook on Community 

Supported Agriculture appeared.  The handbook includes the status of CSA in eight European 

countries at the time of publication, including their legal positions and customized organizational 

http://urgenci.net/blog
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models as well as rationale for CSA and key activities for starting new partnerships (Bashford et 

al., 2013). Essential resources such as governing documents (charters and declarations) are 

available in over 12 languages from Urgenci.  A number of educational publications introduce 

the CSA model and serve as start-up guides to creating new CSAs, produced by Urgenci member 

organizations.  CSAct!, for example, is a series of online modules created to help formation of 

new CSA.  Be part of CSA! contains four modules designed for Eastern Europe.  A Share in the 

Harvest Action Manual, produced by the U.K. Soil Association, is in its second edition. The 

Urgenci website hosts educational videos, including a short animation on AMAPs in French, and 

interviews with long recognized leaders of alternative food systems such as Francis Moore 

Lappe of the Small Planet Institute (Urgenci, n.d.h).  

Advocacy. A main function of Urgenci is its advocacy work to decentralize food chains 

into local food webs, to reduce the power of food retailers.   

“We want to provide the building blocks for people to develop their own food 

distribution systems and allow farmers to produce and process food for their 

communities. This requires supportive food safety rules and local food 

infrastructure for smallholder farmers” (Urgenci, n.d.d).  

Urgenci organizes events and participates in policy development as part of their advocacy work. 

Most recently, Urgenci hosted its first advocacy capacity building training session in May 2019 

in Brussels (Parot, 2019). Participants from 12 countries gained skills in developing effective 

strategies and messages to apply to regional politics, emphasizing the connection between fresh 

local food and improved nutrition to reduce diabetes, obesity, and heart disease (Parot, 2019).  

Participants advocated for a Common Food Policy in the E.U. that raises financial support for 

family farms with ecological practices. Urgenci works closely with a number of international 
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organizations including the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO).  In 

2017, Urgenci and the FAO initiated a partnership project to map and promote short food-supply 

chain initiatives such as CSA across the globe (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations, 2017; Parot, 2017).  Urgenci now provides an interactive map of CSA instances around 

the globe, similar to maps by regional CSA networks (e.g., Annuaire des AMAP 

[http://www.reseau-amap.org/recherche-amap.php], FairShare CSA Coalition 

[https://www.csacoalition.org/], and the USDA Community Supported Agriculture Directory 

[https://www.ams.usda.gov/local-food-directories/csas]).  New publications from the FAO 

partnership are expected to complement existing resources, such as the FAO Family Farming 

Knowledge Platform (http://www.fao.org/family-farming/home/en/) and the USDA National 

Agriculture Library (https://www.nal.usda.gov/afsic/community-supported-agriculture).  

Research. The CSA Research Group is another venture initiated by Urgenci members.  

The group formed in 2012 at the Urgenci International Symposium to conduct participatory 

research related to short food chain systems by people familiar with CSA (Urgenci, n.d.f). The 

group is comprised of Urgenci members who are also researchers in a variety of disciplines such 

as economics, environmental science, geography, and sociology.  Since 2015, this group has 

been involved in the Common Ground Project, investigating the social and economic impacts of 

CSA on European society.  Published research addresses development and impact of local food 

systems from socio-economic perspectives.  Research from Urgenci members builds upon prior 

research on CSA (e.g., Abbot and Myhre, 2000; Cooley and Lass, 1998). The Urgenci website 

lists only research published from 2011-2014 by members, although more recent research 

literature on CSA continues to be published (Paul, 2019; Woods, Ernst, & Tropp, 2017).  

Beginning in 2015, national statistics on CSA in the United States were gathered in the Local 
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Food Marketing Practices Survey to capture benchmark data for future research (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2019).  

 

Summary  

Urgenci provides international cohesion and global advocacy for the CSA movement. As a 

recognized partner with the United Nations FAO, Urgenci will expand its alliances and activities 

in support of local and solidarity partnerships between producers and consumers. Although 

widespread and growing, the CSA model currently impacts a small portion of the global food 

system.  However the model plays a “vital role in the radical transformation of the food system” 

(Urgenci, n.d.b) by demonstrating a successful alternative to agribusiness.   

“Consumers have access to fresh food from an accountable source with an 

opportunity to reconnect with the land and influence the landscape they live in.  

CSAs deliver environmental benefits of few food miles, less packaging and 

ecologically sensitive farming, and see the return of local distinctiveness and 

regional food production with higher employment, more local processing, local 

consumption and circulation of money in the community enhancing local 

economies” (Saltmarsh et al., 2011).   

With broad societal, economic, and environmental benefits, Urgenci and other CSA networks are 

now advocating for equitable government policies to provide stronger support for family 

farming.  With the launch of the Decade of Family Farming by the United Nations, attention on 

this evolving and adaptable model of CSA, designed to address viability of family farms and 

establish local food sovereignty, is expected to grow.   
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