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Most CSAs that grow vegetables aim to provide 
an interesting variety for as long as possible 
throughout the year. It is quite a challenge for 
any grower to coordinate this with a longer-term 
plan of crop rotations. 

What to grow for the CSA?
The capabilities of the land available to you and 
the skills and experience of the farmer will largely 
determine what can be produced. The next step 
is to establish what the members want and then 
translate this into a working crop plan.

It is important you stress to potential CSA 
members that what is grown depends entirely on 
the seasons, as well as other factors. Be clear about 
what they realistically can expect to receive and 
when. Take the opportunity to celebrate seasonal 
growing and work with it in ways that make it 
interesting and not a hardship.

Cultivation techniques
Decide on how you will cultivate your soil. 
The Tools section outlines various approaches 
including no dig, horse-drawn cultivation and 
using different sizes of tractor. 

Soil health and fertility
Maintaining soil health and fertility in a market 
garden can be a challenge. You can use a 
combination of compost, imported animal manure, 
and natural soil additions such as liquid seaweed 
concentrate and dried poultry manure.  

The best sources will depend on your local area. 
Growers in the South West may be able to source 

well-rotted animal manure by the truckload for a 
reasonable cost, whereas livestock is rare in the 
East of England so municipal compost or spent 
mushroom compost may be more cost effective. 
Tolhurst Organics uses ramial wood chip which is 
composted on site.

The quality of your compost is paramount. The 
best way to ensure that your compost is doing its 
job is to learn how to make it yourself. The soil 
food web is attracting a huge amount of scientific 
research at the moment and the book Teaming 
with Microbes: A Gardener’s Guide to the Soil 
Food Web by Jeff Lowenfels and Wayne Lewis is a 
practical and fascinating guide to dealing with  
the challenge.

Green manure cover crops are also an excellent 
way to improve soil and manage weeds. Cotswold 
Grass Seeds sell bulk green manure seeds at a 
reasonable price and offer excellent advice.

Irrigation
You will almost certainly need a source of 
irrigation water and the means to get the water 
to your crops. If you don’t already have a natural 
water source then a borehole or mains water 
supply may be necessary.  Bear in mind the 
quality of the water to be used on your crops, 
particularly “ready to eat” crops such as  
salad crops.

You can use sprinklers to distribute water as they 
are relatively simple and mobile, but they can 
be wasteful of both water (due to losses through 
evaporation) and energy required to pump the 
water at considerable pressure.  Drip irrigation 
is more efficient in both water and energy, but 
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requires more work to install. Suppliers such a  
LBS Trade lbsbuyersguide.co.uk can offer 
equipment and advice, but do ask fellow growers 
for advice on the best equipment for your local 
soil and climate. You should also be aware of 
extraction laws that are under regular review 
particularly in the East of England.

Crop planning
How long is your growing season, how many 
people are you providing for and what are you 
going to provide? These all have to be answered 
when developing a cropping plan. The Quantities 
section offers guidance on planning how many 
people you can supply with vegetables.

The cropping plan will have to include a suitable 
crop rotation and may allow for a fertility-building 
green manure crop. This plan will show the area 
available to each crop grouping. The amount of 
each vegetable then grown within these groupings 
can be planned according to taste, the suitability 
of the site, and the number of members. On a 
smaller scale some gardening books can give 
useful information of expected yields of the 
various crops, though be cautious of books written 
by US authors. Our UK climate is very different as 
we have lower light levels coupled with a relatively 
mild climate.

For larger scale operations, the Organic Farm 
Management Handbook is an invaluable source 
of financial and agronomic data. It is helpful to 
keep accurate information about planting dates 
and yields for compiling subsequent crop plans. 
In many ways, producing vegetables for a CSA is 
similar to producing for a box scheme and there 
are reference books to help with this. See Soil 

Association publication How to set up a Vegetable 
Box Scheme.

How much of each crop do your 
members eat?
Your members will need to be honest about what 
they really love to eat and what they hate, so 
you can grow accordingly. One popular option 
is to invite members to complete an online 
questionnaire about their veg choices. Include an 
explanation of natural limitations, for example: 
“We can only grow so many brassicas, so more 
cabbage means less sprouting broccoli.” A “veg 
survey” helps members to feel genuinely involved, 
while also teaching them about the realities of 
market gardening in our unpredictable climate. 

Growers already producing for vegetable box 
schemes are a good source of advice; contact 
the Soil Association and the Organic Growers’ 
Alliance for information on training events. The 
CSA Network UK can also link you up with other 
CSAs through our mentoring programme and 
regional events. Keep in mind cultural and dietary 
differences. Some box scheme producers have 
noted a reduction in demand for potatoes, possibly 
because we are increasingly eating starch in other 
forms such as rice and pasta. We are also eating 
more fresh salad crops.

You will also need to factor in the risk of unhelpful 
weather (torrential rain / drought conditions) and 
disease.  Be aware of how to recognise and deal 
with outbreaks of disease so it can be quickly 
dealt with and contained. Prevention is always 
better than cure. Investing in Wondermesh 
or Environmesh to prevent carrot root fly and 
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damage to brassica crops from pigeons and 
cabbage white butterflies, even when money is 
short in the early days, may save a lot of heartache 
and ruined crops. 

It’s always wise to grow extra to allow for terrible 
weather and pest attack that might see off some 
of your young plants. Plant a wide range of crops, 
including reliable long-term “cut and come again” 
plants such as Swiss chard, kale and courgettes 
as well as “fancier” higher-value crops such as 
Florence fennel and peppers.

It is usually simpler not to give members a choice 
of what they receive in their veg share. Instead 
you can provide a “swap box” or “gift box” where 
people can leave any unwanted veg and take any 
veg left by others. This box could also be used for 
members wishing to donate any surplus produce 
from their own gardens.

An approximate mix of vegetables can be 
designed for each week throughout the season; 
quantities and planting times are then calculated 
retrospectively. A crop-planning chart is a useful 
tool to visualise the harvest periods for each crop 
and to design a balanced combination for the 
growing season. To maintain interest and provide 
for a healthy and balanced diet, you should strive 
to have between 9 and 15 different crops available 
at one time for harvesting throughout the season.

You can find tools for crop planning on the CSA 
Network UK website. You may be planning to 
produce for 12 months of the year. If so, are you 
going to buy in produce to cover any shortages, 
especially during the “hungry gap” in May and 
June? Planning and budgeting to buy in some 
produce allows some leeway for crop failures and 
shortages while experience is gained in managing 
the land and the requirements of the CSA.

Extending the season
Staggered planting times, using different varieties, 
protected cropping and crop storage are all 
means to extend the growing season. Staggering 

your planting will extend the harvest period for a 
particular crop and reduce potential gluts. Certain 
varieties will do better at different times of the 
year. Choose early and late varieties to extend  
the season. 

Protected cropping methods such as fleece and 
polytunnels allow early planting. Some varieties, 
such as Japanese salad crops, can even be grown 
throughout the winter. Other crops are suitable 
for storage, in particular root crops like potatoes, 
onions and carrots. Pumpkins and other squashes 
also store well and, if chilled storage is available, 
dense vegetables such as cabbages can be stored.

As a rule of thumb, bear in mind that plants in 
the UK grow the most between Valentine’s Day 
and Halloween. The longer day length between 
these dates is a “trigger” for faster growth so most 
crops need to be sown and established during this 
period, particularly if they are to overwinter. 

Crops do grow a little from November to 
Valentine’s Day, particularly in polytunnels or if 
the weather is mild, but for the most part they 
are simply surviving the colder months. You can 
harvest them but cut and come again crops won’t 
regrow a great deal. Adequate polytunnel space 
or protected cropping areas are essential if you 
are going to produce veg for 12 months of the year. 
Reckon on about 4-5 square metres per veg share 
for two adults.

Charles Dowding’s books offer excellent advice 
on sowing and planting times for a very wide 
range of vegetables regardless of your chosen 
cultivation method. In particular How to Grow 
Winter Vegetables is an invaluable source for the 
UK grower seeking to extend the season as much 
as possible. 

If you process your fresh produce it adds value 
and enables storage for use during leaner times. 
It also provides opportunities for communal 
activities like chutney and pickle making.
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OTHER USEFUL LINKS AND RESOURCES

 » For examples of sowing schedules, crop planning tools, propagation and more, visit the 
resources sections of our website: 
communitysupportedagriculture.org.uk/help-advice/resources/

 » Although it’s not a CSA this is a very good step-by-step guide to setting up an organic 
vegetable farm:  
sustainweb.org/secure/MossBrookGrowers.pdf

 » Comprehensive guide from the Organic Centre Wales: 
organiccentrewales.org.uk/uploads/hortguide_eng.pdf

 » The Organic Farm Management Handbook:  
organicresearchcentre.com/?go=Information%20and%20
publications&page=Organic%20FM%20Handbook

What does  
CSA mean  

to you?

Knowing exactly 
where my food 

comes from, how 
it’s grown and 

who grew it
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