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Seeing the Wind

Oregon Rural Action Member Developing Oregon's First Community Wind Farm

By Shaun Daniel, Communications Director

Come the end of next summer, Oregon might well have its first community wind farm, in Eastern Oregon – that is, if everything goes according to plan for Oregon Rural Action member Randy Joseph, the developer of the project. Through his company, Joseph Millworks, Randy has been working on the Lime Wind Energy Project in Baker County for the past couple years. Once complete, it will produce 3.5 megawatts, enough to power between 700 to 800 average American homes, with between 7 and 12 turbines on a hilltop site near Lime, Oregon (outside Huntington) in southern Baker County, and most of the revenue from the project will remain in the county. 

Community wind projects are defined as those producing 20 megawatts or less and locally owned and operated. Ownership can come in many forms, from cooperatives to private owner-operators to local investment groups, but the defining quality is that such ownership is rooted in the community. This is in sharp contrast to the form that wind energy development has taken more recently with corporate-developed mega-projects, often owned and operated by foreign companies, with only depreciating tax revenue remaining in the county where the big wind farms are sited. For example, the Irish energy company Gaelectric is proposing the newest wind farm on Lincton Mountain near Milton-Freewater, Oregon. If built, most of the profits will return to the corporate headquarters in Dublin with little recirculation in the local community.

In contrast, Randy Joseph says that a community wind project has “tremendous benefits.” Economically, the benefits come from the multiplier effect of money spent and recirculated locally. Because a community wind project is locally owned, the income it generates is much more likely to be spent in the community and to remain there as it recirculates between local people and businesses. In fact, a number of studies have shown that community energy projects bring in to a community 3 to 5 times the money of a conventional wind farm. In a study comparing ownership models of wind, researchers Kildegaard and Myers-Kuykindall at the University of Minnesota, report that community wind “has [up to] 5 times the economic impact on local value added, and 3.4 times the impact on local job creation, relative to a corporate-owned development.” Much wind development in Europe has taken place on a community-scale, whereas in the United States this is less true. The difference is due to public policy. According to NuWire Investor, “With improvements to public policy, the democratic energy ownership of community wind is destined to become an enticing energy strategy.”

In addition to being the first community wind project in Oregon, the Lime Wind Energy Project will also be the first such project on public lands in the United States. Randy worked with the Bureau of Land Management to coordinate the lease of 3.2 acres of public land currently under a grazing permit. The footprint of the project will be small and on the least productive portion of land, on a rocky hilltop. Randy worked with the BLM to ensure that a thorough site analysis and environmental impact study was done.   

The Challenges for Oregon's First Community Wind Project

Though Joseph Millworks received considerable support from local partners and the Oregon Department of Energy – including the receipt of a USDA REAP (Renewable Energy for America Program) grant and a much-needed loan guarantee – Randy found himself continually running into obstacles that are unique to a community-scale project, due to the tailoring of renewable energy policy and incentives to Wall Street interests. He asserts, “There is not a good system in place that allows for development of a small project like this.” 

Randy identifies the funding mechanism as the most stifling aspect for community projects. Construction costs are not typically financed, which means that a project must have a vast amount of startup capital. Lenders don't know how to work with renewable energy projects because there is no mechanism to give banks a reason to lend, no formal guarantee that there will be a return on a bank's loan investment. Unlike a house or a car, banks currently don't see how they can repossess and sell a wind project – especially before it has begun operation. To that end, Randy feels fortunate that his hard work with the Oregon Department of Energy (ODE) paid off in a loan guarantee for $2.23 million – including construction costs, a first from the ODE. To top it off, locating and purchasing turbines has been a challenge, as most are manufactured overseas.

The Oregon Business Energy Tax Credit was also beneficial to the project, but selling the tax credits carries with it its own set of issues. The problem is that without sizeable tax liability, or the ability to sell renewable energy tax credits to someone with such tax liability through a “pass-through option,” these incentives are useless. Oregon does allow nonprofits, schools and others without tax liability to sell these credits, but one must find a buyer and the credit can only be sold for two-thirds its value. What this means is that on a million dollar tax credit, the seller will only receive $650,000 and the buyer, most typically a company such as Walmart without any direct connection to renewable energy, can then claim $1 million off their taxes. Oregon taxpayers make up the difference and inadvertently incentivize multinational corporations completely disconnected from renewable energy – some of which may even be putting significant amounts of money towards lobbying against a clean energy economy.

While most of the developed world uses an incentive structure called Feed-in Tariffs to spur renewable energy development and use, the United States currently relies on production tax incentives and credits. As a result, the current incentive structure in the U.S. has encouraged development of mostly large-scale wind farms by energy corporations. Community projects, without the same level of tax burden and because of the peculiarities of the pass-through option, are not able to take advantage of the incentives currently offered to the big energy companies, many of which are foreign-owned or at the very least not based in the communities where they build. Randy asks, “Why incentivize that type of development?” 

Feed-in Tariffs, in contrast, concern the pricing of renewable energy production. A Feed-in Tariff is a law that allows customers to produce renewable energy and sell it to their utility for a profit. It guarantees a set price for energy production and compels a utility to purchase the power at a rate above market price. For example, a private homeowner can put up a wind turbine or solar panel and arrange a contract with a local utility for the purchase of that power at a specified rate. Based on this contract, lenders can feel confident in providing loans for construction and maintenance costs due to the guarantee of predictable payments. European nations – particularly Germany – have used this energy policy structure to encourage extensive small-scale renewable energy development. Though the United States surpassed Germany this year in total wind energy development, it is still Germany that is far ahead in terms of the number of community-scale projects. As early as 2004, over 200,000 people in Germany owned a share of a nearby wind turbine or shares of one in their community. Feed-in Tariffs must be credited as playing a significant role in this favorable development.  

Another troubling aspect of current energy policy for Randy is the PURPA rate that the Lime Wind Energy Project will be paid for the power it produces, along with the linkages of this rate to the price of natural gas and the oil and gas extraction methods that are endangering human and environmental health throughout the United States. PURPA, or the Public Utility Regulatory Policies Act, was a law passed in 1978, midst the energy crisis of the time, as part of the National Energy Act meant to promote greater use of renewable energy. Beneficially, the law created a market for non-utility electricity power producers where there was none before, with electric utilities required to buy power from these producers at a rate the utility would incur were it to generate or purchase the power from another source, called the “avoided cost” rate. According to the Union of Concerned Scientists, “PURPA has been the most effective single measure in promoting renewable energy. Some credit the law with bringing on line over 12,000 megawatts of non-hydro renewable generation capacity. The biggest beneficiary of PURPA, though, has been natural gas-fired 'cogeneration' plants, where steam is produced along with electricity... [And] [d]ue to current low avoided costs, few renewables are able to compete with new natural gas turbines.”

Further complicating matters, the supply of natural gas has been increasing, lowering the cost of natural gas and therefore the overall PURPA rate. One of the reasons for the increase in supply is the use of intensive extraction methods to maximize the amount of natural gas that is recovered. The most widely used method is hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, which entails injecting fluids underground at high pressure in order to fracture rock formations and allow access to more oil and gas than simple drilling. Hydraulic fracturing fluids contain toxic chemicals which can cause cancer and have effects on the respiratory, neurological, reproductive, and central nervous systems. (Halliburton is one company engaged in hydraulic fracturing and it has been declaring an exemption from laws requiring it to report the toxic chemicals found in its fracking fluid on grounds of proprietary secrets.) Because of split-estate laws in many states, oil and gas companies can (and do) legally set up their rigs within feet of people's homes without needing any permission from the landowner (an issue in itself). Complaints of drinking water contamination have so far been documented in Alabama, Colorado, New Mexico, Ohio, Texas, Virginia, West Virginia, and Wyoming. And here's a sobering fact: According to the Interstate Oil and Gas Compact Commission, 90 percent of oil and gas wells in the United States utilize hydraulic fracturing.  The implication in all of this is that current energy policy relies on the PURPA rate to spur renewable energy development, yet that rate is negatively impacted by the extraction and use of natural gas, which can hardly be considered “renewable” since it is a toxic, finite energy source. Quite literally, the more natural gas we use, the more clean water is polluted, the more sensitive landscapes and private properties are ravaged, and the less renewable energy development occurs. This is why Randy sees working on changing national energy policy as so vital to the long-term success of a transition to clean, renewable energy.

Looking to the Future

Despite the challenges, the Lime Wind Energy Project moves forward bit by bit. Randy observes that energy is economically unique because it has such strong demand that is not expected to decline any time soon. He sees many possibilities for local communities to develop their own renewable resources in a manner that is truly sustainable and beneficial to the community itself. 

Randy suggests a role for an organized group like Oregon Rural Action in helping shape public policy that is supportive of community-scale projects. It’s not enough to promote and purchase renewable energy. As active citizens, we need to take a look at and help shape the policies that are dictating the way we receive energy and the way it is developed. 

To begin with, Oregon Rural Action can work with WORC to bring attention to the environmentally devastating practice of fracking to obtain natural gas, its connection to PURPA rates, and its subsequent impact as a disincentive to continued renewable energy development. We can help refine the Oregon Business Energy Tax Credit, with its important pass-through option so that it does as it was intended and supports only renewable energy development. Oregon Rural Action can partner with other groups in Oregon to pass full Feed-in Tariffs legislation at the state level and also support it nationally. And we can lobby for strong support of community renewable energy projects in the Senate's energy and climate bill, such as calling for the 2020 goal of 20% renewables to include a provision for 20% to be community-scale projects. Randy declares that working for such a mandate without the local requirement would “allow the continued unabated grab for our local resources by Wall Street.” And he adds, “The opportunity presented in Climate Change legislation gives us a chance to increase 'market share' for our communities while creating meaningful wealth locally. Let’s take advantage of it and support policies that recognize this and oppose ones that don’t.”

Contact your Senators to let them know that we need a strong federal Renewable Energy Standard that includes a mandate for encouraging community-scale projects.  

Senate Contact Info 

Oregon 

· Senator Ron Wyden at (202) 224-5244 or wyden.senate.gov/contact/ 

· Senator Jeff Merkley at (202) 224-3753 or merkley.senate.gov/contact/ 

Idaho 

· Senator Mike Crapo at (202) 224-6142 or crapo.senate.gov/contact/email.cfm 

· Senator James Risch at (202) 224-2752 or risch.senate.gov/webform.cfm 

Other states’ info available at: www.senate.gov 

· Learn more about the Oregon Business Energy Tax Credit at www.oregon.gov/ENERGY/CONS/BUS/BETC.shtml 

· Learn more about the implications of split estate laws, fracking, and domestic oil and gas development at www.worc.org. 

· Learn more about the Union of Concerned Scientists' research on PURPA rates and hydraulic fracturing at www.ucsusa.org.

SPEAK YOUR MIND, AND RIDE A FAST HORSE

Moving and Changing

By Andrea Malmberg, Executive Director

This time of year is always one of reflection for me. Where have we been and where do we want to go. Oddly it is also a time of year in which I have historically made significant moves and life changes. For example, on the winter solstice of 1997 my two cats and I piled in an over loaded Toyota pickup and moved from Montana to a new life in Wyoming. Two years ago, I had an interview on December 11th with Oregon Rural Action and traveled along the snowy Oregon Trail to start work at the first of 2008. This past winter, my husband Tony was able to get things organized on the Wyoming ranch so we could focus on creating our new life in Oregon. Last year, his visits required a twelve-hour drive one way – sometimes all night like the trip he took in order to be at Oregon Rural Action’s 2008 Annual Gathering. What a guy.

This year, I am continuing the moving and changing autumn tradition with full zeal. In October, with the help of many sturdy volunteers we moved the Oregon Rural Action office to a new location, which is also home to the Blue Mountain Conservancy and eventually will be a coffee house. I think this move will create significant change in our organization because we will be part of a place where people will want to gather, dream, and strategize on how to make our communities even better places. The Green Dragon Tavern in Boston comes to mind – a public house and early-day coffee shop where many historical figures met to plan the Boston Tea Party and other events of the American Revolution. So you can see the potential!

With the sale of our Wyoming ranch and the purchase of a new place on Cricket Flats, this fall Tony moved cattle daily giving this overrested grassland the change that it was yearning for. The reality of grasslands, like life in general, is change. I’m so excited to see what the spring will show us after the land has experienced being put to bed, with organic matter cloaking it’s surface for winter for the first time in generations.

In the first couple weeks of November, Tony and I moved out of the house we leased in Cove to our new winter headquarters in Union. No matter where I have lived I have always made it a home. This is the first time I actually have a house that I could call my own. No more renting or having our home also serve as a bed and breakfast to make ends meet. This has given me a great surge of creativity and has actually made me feel grounded in all of this moving. Moreover, my gratitude inspires me to want to create even more change so that others have the opportunity to experience the quality of life they desire.

Then in the midst of these transitions we had to move my father with Alzheimers from his apartment in Spokane to an assisted living facility in Othello. While the timing wasn’t convenient and while initially the move was extremely difficult, my family worked together like never before to make a change in my Dad’s life that gives him comfort and us peace of mind.

In all of this moving, there has been time for reflection – albeit it has been in cars, trucks and moving vans, which might have disoriented my conclusions. Nevertheless I propose that moving without changing can be problematic. Moving cattle to fit a rotational grazing system rather than having a goal may result in no change and possibly damage to the land, the social well being of the family, and the rancher’s bottom line. Moving cattle to achieve a goal of improved ecological function that will result in economic sustainability and more peace of mind is moving for change. Moving because you are bored with a place, can’t stand your neighbors, or just can’t seem to make it might lead to a restlessness that then leads to constant moving. Moving for improved quality of life is something oh so different.

It was the ancient Greek philosopher, Heraclitus, who said, “You cannot step into the same river twice.” By this, Heraclitus meant that permanence is an illusion. Change is the reality. Knowing that, the best we can do is guide and shape change. We can plan for change in our ecosystem to better sequester water and carbon. We can plan our business to build wealth in our community. And we can plan for ways to be engaged in our communities and public decisions so that the results represent our values.

To be alive means change. We are growing older and a new generation follows. Plants grow up, die, feed grazing animals, and build organic matter. Fortunes are made, invested or lost. Change will happen. It is up to us to make it the change we desire.

OREGON RURAL ACTION NEWS

Thank you to all our board members! 

We would like to thank outgoing board members Randy Joseph, Cori Brewster, Rich Minogue, Nancy Gledhill, and Janet Marie for serving on the Oregon Rural Action board of directors. Their leadership and commitment to our communities has been truly inspiring.  In the new year, 

we will be changing the way we elect board members with the intention to make the process more inclusive and participatory. In the past, nominations and elections occurred at our annual meeting. Now we will be accepting nominations and having elections by email or mail ballots. Start thinking about some great leaders in your community and keep your eyes open for an email or postcard announcing our call for nominations in February!

Waving Goodbye to Darci and Karl (and Kena)

It was with mixed feelings that we recently bid farewell to our community organizing superduo, Darci Jones and Karl Sutton - sad to see them go but excited for the opportunities that lay in store for them. In October they moved to Western Montana, near Ronan, in order to join with friends in expanding the marketing opportunities for their organic farm. 

Darci and Karl came on board with Oregon Rural Action at a crucial time of transition. They rose to the challenge of working with four chapters, picking up where Shaun Daniel left off when he transitioned into the role of Communications Director. They helped see the chapters through their work and called for even better, more strategic campaigns. They put in long hours and long drives, all while settling into a new home and preparing for the birth of their first child, Kena.

Darci helped the Columbia Basin Chapter choose its public education campaign to keep pharmaceuticals out of local waterways and she worked closely with the members of the Snake River Chapter to make their community garden a success. Karl helped build the Blue Mountain Chapter's backyard chicken campaign and he played a crucial role in developing Oregon Rural Action's collaboration with U.C. Fit Kids. In addition, Darci worked on several of Oregon Rural Action's recent successful grant applications. And it was Karl and Darci who coordinated most of the details for our Annual Gathering. 

As Karl writes of their decision, "An opportunity arose for Darci, Kena and myself to pursue a dream we have been carrying for quite some time. The dream has been to create a farm business. A job opportunity has allowed us to not only pursue creating this business with friends who recently acquired a farm, but also for myself to continue working on community food system development. I have taken a position as the Food and Agriculture Project Coordinator in Ronan, MT for the Lake County Community Development Corporation. I am grateful to have had the opportunity to experience the giving nature of the people in eastern Oregon, and I thank you for welcoming myself and my family into your community."

Darci echoes these sentiments: "The decision to leave Oregon Rural Action was very challenging and I have enjoyed working with the Oregon Rural Action family and all of [its] partners. I want to thank everyone for welcoming me to the community and sharing your knowledge. I learned an incredible amount and am amazed by the tremendous work that Oregon Rural Action accomplishes. I thank you for your support and look forward to when our paths cross again."

We wish them the best of luck in their new ventures and hope that our paths cross again soon. It's great knowing that the Northwest has added a few more intelligent go-getters to its ranks of people working for a more sustainable future.

From Scarcity to Abundance 

By Andrea Malmberg, Executive Director 

Oregon Rural Action began because of the belief that permanent, multi-issue, membership-based, community organizations can engage people in civic life so that they can be the instruments of change in their own communities.  It is our hope that groups like ours help build local leadership, challenge people's perceptions of economic and social forces within our communities, help people expand their knowledge of complicated social and economic is- 

sues, and foster an understanding of the cultures which exist within our communities.  By working with others we build our collective capacity to make our vision a reality. 

Building Our Issue Campaigns 

Last summer the Oregon Rural Action Board of Directors met for a retreat in Ontario, where Jeff Goebel, a veteran facilitator in consensus building and an expert in human development, helped us look at building a more sustainable organization. The consensus building process that he 

uses resulted in such a transformational change that we literally went from a place where we feared the potential of scaling back staff and projects within the year, to one where we now have the funding for over a year to employ more people and take on more issues that you care about, 

such as starting a farm-to-school program in Union county and amping up our work on renewable energy. Based largely on these results and the fact that Jeff was generous enough to give us a two-for-the-price-of-one deal, we invited Jeff to facilitate our annual gathering. 

As a result of the great member energy and community participation at our annual meeting we now have a living holistic goal. A holistic goal is a fundamental part of practicing Holistic Management—a decision-making process that helps people make decisions that are socially, economically, and environmentally sound. The holistic goal is a written reference point or guide for making decisions. It contains the quality of life we desire, describes the means of fulfilling that quality life, and our future resource base—how we as people and the land must be far, far into the future to sustain that quality of life. 

Making our own decisions is hard enough. Making decisions as a group is even more complex. In essence we have begun to write down what we want and what we need to do to make that happen both immediately and far into the future. We now have a guide to use toward testing de- 

cisions. Above all else, the holistic goal is a guide for decision-making and management. While it should also be inspiring and motivating, its key function is for more effective decision-making. Like almost all new holistic goals, especially those created by a large group of people, Oregon Rural Action’s is pretty long and messy. As we begin testing decisions that will eventually lead to our five-year strategic plan in the coming year, it will evolve into a much shorter user-friendly guide. 

I for one, have a much clearer vision of what you, the members, the heart and blood of Oregon Rural Action want us to do in order to fulfill our mission. This clarity makes it so much easier to direct our time and energy well.  But we have just begun. If you would like to be more involved in Oregon Rural Action’s strategic planning process over the next year we welcome your input. 

Building Our Organization 

Over the last two years, the staff of Oregon Rural Action has been seeking input from members—“What do you want to work on in order to make the greatest impact in our communities.”  By and large the results of our conversations and surveys can be summarized as:  “We need food and energy security.  We need our communities to be more sustainable.”  With this information we have set out to get funding for our endeavors.   

Recently, we have seen results from the many hours of grant writing and meeting face-to-face with funders.  Oregon Rural Action received funding from the Penney Family Fund, a member of the Common Counsel Foundation, to take the process used at our annual gathering out into 

our communities. This winter we will engage a diversity of citizens in Building Wealth in Local Communities forums. These are community based processes for attaining short- and long-term sources of revenue and employment by identifying local resources, engaging local initiative 

and talent, and designing a locally endorsed and sponsored vision of community quality of life. The forums will be facilitated by Jeff Goebel and will be held in Hermiston, La Grande, Baker City, and Ontario. It is our hope that our newfound mindset of abundance will transfer out to our 

whole region. 

Also of note, we have received seed money funding from the Meyer Memorial Trust to create a farm-to-school program in Union County.  Our vision is that with further support, in the near future we will have farm-to-school programs throughout northeastern Oregon.  In addition to 

the “Building Community Wealth” forums, the Penney Foundation and the funding that we have received from the NW Area and Tides Foundations will help us to promote Homegrown Prosperity by promoting local green jobs and influencing policy so that we can benefit locally 

from the emerging new economy. 

Most importantly, this funding has allowed us to invest in more staff which means that there will be more people to assist you in making significant steps in food and energy security.  This security will result in community sustainability and wealth.   

It is with great pleasure that I introduce to you the new Oregon Rural Action team: 

Nella Parks grew up on small farms outside of Island City and Cove where she took part in every aspect of raising livestock and growing hay. She is “an appreciative beneficiary of Union County 4-H program where I spent 9 years learning about animal husbandry, leadership, public speaking, and most importantly community service.” Her experiences in 4-H and growing up in the rural Grande Ronde Valley have guided her choices to attend a landgrant college  (OSU) and study water and natural resources and to return to Eastern Oregon with a degree to participate in and give back to her community.  

Nella states that she works for Oregon Rural Action because, “I love Eastern Oregon, I belong here, and because I have a vision for the future.  I want young people like me to return and invest in Eastern Oregon.  I want rural Oregon and Oregonians to have a sustainable, productive, and fulfilling economy.  I want to maintain our agricultural roots and way of life.  I want young farmers and ranchers to have the opportunity to be prosperous and valued in their profession.  I want young people to be able to choose to run family operations or become a first-generation farmer or rancher in Eastern Oregon.  This will make both our food system and communities more sustainable, just, and livable.  I am absolutely grateful and tremendously excited for the opportunity to work for Oregon Rural Action and become knitted back into the Eastern Oregon community fabric.”

Nella will be our full-time Community organizer and will be responsible for our chapter wide, state campaigns, as well as the federal campaigns in which we work with the Western Organization of Research Councils.  She will also be the organizer for the Blue Mountain and Baker County Chapters. 

Our Farm-to-School Coordinator is Andi Sexton.  Andi graduated from CSU Chico with a Master’s in Natural Resources Management. After a nine-year career with the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, she married a rancher and began her next adventure as a wife, mother, and partner in a natural meats business.  The Sexton family, Andi, Dick, Sami, and Jake, is actively engaged in the local foods movement.  Andi is concerned about the health of her community, which she defines as all of Eastern Oregon.  As an Oregon Rural Action staff member, Andi hopes to help bridge the gap between institutionalized food systems and local food systems for all age levels.

Janet Rose Marie is Oregon Rural Action’s new Membership Coordinator and Grassroots Fundraiser.  Janet is an Oregonian, having lived in Eugene for 60 years before moving to La Grande a couple years ago. Her ancestors passed through the Grande Ronde in wagon trains heading for the Willamette Valley, making her granddaughters 7th generation Eugenians. She cares about their future!  She says that Oregon Rural Action’s mission statement inspires and states clearly what she holds dear: “We have poisoned our nest on this fragile planet, consuming… And protecting our local food, water and energy just makes sense. I’m  simplifying my consumption and footprint and look forward to serving this community with my love and dedication to this earth and those living upon her.”   Janet is a Certified Trager Practioner, Licensed Massage Therapist, and an Independent Associate of Usana Health Sciences.

Katie Weaver joined our staff as a part-time community organizer for the Columbia Basin Chapter in September 2009. She grew up in Missoula, Montana and received her Master’s degree in Geography from the University of Idaho in 2008, where she focused on the cultural, economic and political issues faced by rural communities as they struggle to transition from extractive industries and natural resource-based economies.  Katie’s previous experience is varied, including being a middle school teacher, a graduate researcher, a CSA farm administrator and a backcountry cook. In addition to her work with us, she is in her second year as a RARE AmeriCorps volunteer conducting community food systems research in Eastern Oregon. In her free time, Katie and her dog can be found deep in the mountains or on the nearest river.

Since its beginning Nancy Gledhill has been an active member of the Snake River Chapter and now she is going to change hats and be its part-time organizer.  Nancy has been involved with community organizing off and on since the early 70's when she was a member of the Idaho Citizens Coalition, focusing on stopping Idaho Power's attempt to put a coal fire plant in near Boise, and attempting to get a bottle bill passed in Idaho. She is married to a potter, George, and they have 2 grown children. She enjoys Toastmasters, music, gardening, wildcrafting, and teaching folks about nutrition and gleaning. 

Teresa Roark comes to Oregon Rural Action through a “Resources for Rural Environments” AmeriCorps position.  She is originally from Salem, Oregon, and is very excited to be living in the Grande Ronde Valley.  Teresa graduated in 2009 from the University of Oregon with a Bachelor of Arts degree in Political Science and International Studies.  She became interested Farm to School programs and other “hunger” issues while working at FOOD for Lane County, the regional food bank in Eugene.  In her free time Teresa enjoys running, cooking and knitting.

THE WORD AT WORC

Local Food Face-to-Face

The Western Organization of Resource Council’s (WORC) Local Foods Campaign held its first Face-to-Face meeting in Billings in late October.  With 16 members and staff attending from six WORC states, including Gus Wahner, Janet Marie, and Andrea Malmberg from Oregon, the group worked diligently to craft two major campaigns in the coming year and to identify a number of issue priorities in addition to those campaigns. At its meeting the team elected Oregon Rural Action member Gus Wahner, a direct market farmer from Stanfield as its Chair, and Bette Stieglitz, Dakota Resource Council member from Fargo as the Vice Chair.

In the near future, the Local Foods Campaign will be influencing the “Child Nutrition Reauthorization Act.” Our goal is to have more fresh, nutritious, local food in our schools, childcare facilities, colleges and after school programs.

Inspired by the Illinois Food, Farms and Jobs bill – legislation that intends to grow the Illinois economy through expanding and supporting a statewide local farm and food system – Oregon Rural Action will join the other WORC states in passing similar legislation here in Oregon and throughout the West.

The team also developed a list of key issues to address in federal food safety legislation.  The bills are active and moving through Congress as this newsletter goes to press. WORC leaders and members have had numerous meetings with congressional staff and members, have offered substantive comments and ideas to prevent the bills from undermining this newly emerging economic activity, and have carried petitions, sent out alerts and reached out to many potential new members of local and statewide WORC groups on this issue. 

Last but not least, the team is seeking funding to publish a White Paper summarizing current research on the “High Costs of Cheap Food.”  This report will highlight the external costs of the industrial food system. 

If you would like to participate in any of these crucial issues contact Community Organizer Nella Parks at nella@oregonrural.org or call her at 541-975-2411.

TELL US YOUR STORY

Do you have a story to tell? We want to hear it!

What are you concerned about in your community? How have you been impacted by a 

problem? What would you like to see improved? What are you hoping can be done to 

fix things? What victories have you seen because of people organizing? 

Email your story to shaun@oregonrural.org or mail to the office at PO Box 1231, La 

Grande, OR 97850. Or if you prefer to meet face-to-face, get in touch with one of our 

community organizers to set up a time to meet.

FoodHub: Where food people connect

New website makes it possible for food buyers and sellers to find each other

By Lola Milholland, Program Assistant, Food & Farms, Ecotrust

Somewhere in the Pacific Northwest right now there is a food buyer trying to find the perfect parsnip and a rancher looking for a home for his grass-fed beef. Luckily for both, a new social venture from the nonprofit Ecotrust should make it easier for food buyers and sellers to find each other, connect and do business. 

FoodHub (http://food-hub.org) is a recently launched online directory and marketplace designed specifically to connect wholesale food buyers and sellers. Larger institutional purchasers such as public schools, colleges, hospitals and grocery stores are beginning to assign geographic preference to their purchasing criteria, right next to cost, quality, quantity, and delivery requirements. Yet too often finding regional suppliers is like looking for the proverbial needle in the haystack. At the same time, farmers, ranchers and fishermen continue to struggle to find markets for their products, having not found a viable method for accessing and profiting from the burgeoning local food market. FoodHub offers a viable and effective solution for both sellers and buyers.

Food Buyers 

With FoodHub, food buyers can go online and type in peaches, potatoes, lamb or wild salmon and get a list of farmers, ranchers or fishermen who sell those products. Because finding the right supplier can often be a time consuming process, FoodHub was designed to make the search quick and easy.  The FoodHub database contains over 1,000 products and includes details such as production methods, distribution channels, packaging, geography and more so buyers can get down to the details that matter to them quickly. 

Food Sellers

Food sellers can go online and create a list of caterers, food service operators, restaurants, retail grocers and others who might be interested in buying their products. With a few clicks of the computer keyboard, food sellers can both research market opportunities and promote themselves and their products to diverse food buyers. The hope is that farmers, ranchers and fishermen can spend more time running their operations instead of knocking on doors, making cold calls and offering free samples. 

“FoodHub is designed to be a one-stop-shop for the chef who needs six dozen artichokes for a menu special, the baker looking for a local source for flour, or the large institutional food buyer whose purchasing power could significantly stabilize a family farm,” said Deborah Kane, vice president of Ecotrust’s Food & Farms program.

Developed using open source technology with private foundation, nonprofit and government resources, FoodHub is intended for broad use throughout the agricultural community.  From those who have perfected their pitch and need a bigger soapbox to those just beginning to realize there may be a market beyond the dock or cannery, FoodHub accommodates food producers and food buyers of every scale and production type. 

Maintaining an active profile within FoodHub costs $100 per year. Those who join FoodHub before December 31, 2009 will receive a $20 rebate. FoodHub is being offered initially in the Pacific Northwest with a specific emphasis on serving buyers and sellers in Oregon and Washington. However memberships will be accepted from neighboring states. Already ranchers in Montana have called the tool “magnificent” and food service operators in the Portland metropolitan area declare themselves to be “addicted” to FoodHub’s search and browse features. 

Off to a great start, backers expect FoodHub will shorten the perceived and real distance between rural and urban communities and make it much easier to localize supply chains. 

The Details: 
· http://food-hub.org

· Annual membership fee: $100, sign up before December 31, 2009 and receive a $20 rebate. 

· Taxonomy developed for: fruits, vegetables, livestock, fish, herbs and nuts (taxonomy for dairy, beverages and processed products on the way) 

· Geography covered: A special emphasis on food buyers and sellers in Oregon and Washington; memberships also accepted from neighboring states and Montana and Alaska. 

· Funding provided by: The Oregon Department of Agriculture and the Washington State Department of Agriculture along with several private foundations. 

· FoodHub is a project of Ecotrust (http://ecotrust.org) 

FROM THE FIELD

Conversations Across the Food System in Southeast Oregon

By Katie Weaver, Community Organizer

Southeast Oregon faces many unique challenges. Harney and Malheur Counties are the two largest counties in the state, dominated by harsh and varying climate, great distances, isolated mountains and communities and few people. The region struggles with some of the highest poverty rates in the state of Oregon, with both children and elderly being particularly vulnerable groups. Outside of the population, most people live far from grocery stores or food pantries. This isolation and the lack of a local food system infrastructure, paired with the persistent poverty and unemployment that plague the region, have made food insecurity a critical issue faced by many people throughout southeast Oregon.

To better understand the region’s food system and begin to address these issues systematically, a Community Food Assessment (CFA) was initiated in October 2008 by the Southeast Oregon Regional Food Bank, Oregon Food Bank, and Resource Assistance for Rural Environments (RARE). This project had the goals of uncovering the existing strengths, weaknesses and future needs in the region and answering the broad question, “Is food available, accessible and affordable?”  

The CFA report, Conversations across the Food System, begins to tell the story of the journey food takes from seed to plate in the region.  It is not just identifying what we eat; understanding how we grow, raise, process, distribute, access and recycle food is also important. From October 2008 to July 2009 interviews were conducted with individuals throughout southeast Oregon and several communities in southwest Idaho. Additionally, six focus groups were established in Malheur County in the communities of Jordan Valley, Nyssa, Ontario and Vale. This research was designed to gather unique perspectives and tell the story of food and agriculture in southeast Oregon. 

Farming and ranching are fundamentally important to the economic, social and cultural fabric of southeast Oregon. The majority of ranchers interviewed identified the lack of local USDA-inspected processing facilities as a critical problem. Most ranchers in the region ship their cattle to processing plants in Prineville, Oregon or Nampa, Idaho. All of these facilities are far from the ranch, affecting both the cost of production and quality of the product.

On the other hand, farmers in Malheur County have good access to processors and storage facilities. Yet farmers that grow commodity crops are vulnerable to the unpredictability of the commodity markets. The owner of an onion packing shed shared his perspective on the last decade of onion farming in the region, saying there has been “overproduction for the last ten years; three out of ten years were disastrous and two years were good.” An onion grower shared his concern that the current system is not working, as some years the cost of production is higher than the value of the crop. He voiced his frustration in being at the mercy of the market, yet admitted he does not know what an alternative would look like.

While many of the crops grown in the region are commodities, there are numerous farmers that grow specialty crops, oftentimes on a smaller scale. Some of these growers sell directly to consumers, restaurants and grocery stores. Small-scale growers have also set up farm stands and signs in front of their homes advertising fruit, vegetables and eggs for sale. These direct-marketing ventures have proved successful for many growers. 

Southeast Oregon has several independent grocers that feature local products, primarily seasonal fruit and vegetables. Although this is promising, many consumers interviewed still shop at the large chain supermarkets because of lower prices. It is much more difficult, and oftentimes impossible, for local growers to sell their products to the chain supermarkets. Even the independent grocers have issues with featuring locally grown and produced products. Interviews with grocery store owners and produce managers revealed the biggest barriers to featuring local products are quantity, quality, consistency and safety.

Building relationships with local growers leaves grocers much more vulnerable to inconsistencies than depending on the industrial food system. Barring a major catastrophe, an order placed with a wholesaler assures the delivery time and date. While retailers acknowledge that quality in the form of freshness, taste and nutritional value can be superior from small, local growers, consumers may not agree. Ultimately, grocers must carry products that consumers will buy. Many consumers believe that appearance is representative of quality and taste. Local fruit and produce is not as uniform as the produce that comes from the industrial food system.

With the increase in food borne illnesses nationally and globally, there has been a heightened public awareness concerning food safety. The Food Safety Enhancement Act of 2009, passed this summer in the U.S. House of Representatives, attempts to address safety issues in our food system, but it may prove detrimental to small farms and local food systems. These contaminations have originated in the industrial food system, but in the rush to assure food safety this legislation has the potential to undermine small farmers and local food systems. These issues have not originated with small processors or direct market growers, yet this is a serious concern that retailers must consider when buying directly from local growers. 

In every community visited, people talked about the lack of jobs and the lack of living wage jobs as the most serious issue they face. There was also much discussion about the historical importance of employment in the agricultural sector and the unfortunate decline in those opportunities over time. As one resident put it, “We used to go out there and weed onions for 10 hours a day. Now you don’t see it. Now you see tractors going back and forth, spraying, killing the weeds.”

Many of the jobs held by focus group participants are in service industries and do not pay a livable wage. This leaves many families facing the tough decision of what bill will go unpaid each month. Stories of frequent sacrifice were common: health care insurance, prescription drugs and food were consistently sacrificed by people throughout the region.

Isolation is a way of life for many people in southeast Oregon. What is most concerning about this isolation is most of these communities currently do not have the capacity to grow their own food nor do they have a grocery store. In the rural communities many people plan monthly trips into the larger population centers to do their grocery shopping because they do not have access to food in their town or the food that is available is very expensive. 

Many of the people that shared their stories talked about the importance of growing their own food. While not all of them have gardens, gardening was identified as an important piece of individual food security. The reasons given for not gardening include the lack of gardening knowledge, lack of resources, high cost of city water, health issues, lack of space or landlords not allowing gardens.

The lack of awareness, knowledge and interest in local food was another issue highlighted in numerous interviews. Many people do not know where their food comes from or understand the opportunities and advantages of a more localized food system. Not consciously thinking about food issues and not understanding the connections between individual and community food security is the norm, not the exception, in southeast Oregon. This may be tied to the lack of opportunities to access local food. Except for a few farm stands and emerging farmers’ markets, access to fresh food is primarily in grocery stores.

The disconnect that exists between food system sectors was another issue raised and confirmed by interviews with people across the food spectrum. There is a lack of communication between different sectors. Many people within the agricultural community and food economy do not approach or view the food system as an interconnected system. If we are to increase opportunities in agriculture and create a more food secure region, farmers, ranchers, processors, distributors, retailers, advocates and consumers need to communicate with each other and work together around these issues.

In September over seventy people from across the region gathered for a Community Food Forum in Ontario to take an in-depth look at the region’s food system and agricultural economy and explore the strengths and weaknesses identified by the Community Food Assessment. The recommendations that came out of that day are as follows: create a multi-stakeholder coalition that will address individual and community food security and the needs of the agricultural community; increase public awareness and education of food and agriculture-related issues and opportunities; create connections that build a food system that is supported by and benefits local producers, processors, retailers and consumers; increase and maintain access to a stable food supply in underserved areas, particularly in Harney County; increase access to healthy, fresh, locally-grown food throughout the region, particularly in rural communities and food insecure populations and support existing community-based food projects and encourage the development of new projects.

The most significant issue that was revealed by the Community Food Assessment was the need for increased public awareness and dialogue around food and agriculture-related issues. These recommendations are issued with the hope that they will generate a dialogue about the future of food and agriculture in southeast Oregon and mobilize the community to work towards a more food secure region. 

For more information or for the full report go to communityfoodforum.wildapricot.org or email katie@oregonrural.org.

Do you have a community issue you’d like to see included in the newsletter? Contact the office and ask about submitting an article of your own!

GIVE ME THE NEWS, QUICK!

June

Despite the hard work of Oregon Rural Action members and widespread community support, the La Grande City Council follows the Planning Commission's recommendations and does not consider an ordinance allowing backyard chickens in its code amendments.

Blue Mountain Chapter shows "Good Food" and sponsors a presentation on "Grande Ronde Valley Gardening: A Community Conversation on Growing Local, Healthy, Fresh Fruits and Vegetables in Union County." Cottage Grove resident Jess Campbell, a member of Rural Organizing Project, presents her local group's work on creating a strong network of community gardens and smaller personal victory gardens. 

The Columbia Basin Chapter hands off its nascent community garden to the local FFA in order to focus its energies on a campaign to safeguard local water resources by publicizing and offering appropriate disposal options for pharmaceuticals.

Rural Organizing Project, an allied organization, sponsors community conversations on the economic crisis and generating local solutions as part of its People's Economy Campaign.

Oregon Rural Action members join others throughout the state urging state legislators to fund school breakfasts and WIC/Senior Farm Direct benefits.  Their efforts were rewarded with a passed bill.

Oregon Rural Action joins the governing committee of Oregon Voice a collaborative group that supports and enhances the critical work that non-profit community organizations and issue advocacy groups do year round to keep their members and constituents engaged: at the ballot box, in public debates, and educating decision makers how policies affect their lives.

Board members Nancy Gledhill, Steve Bartell and Randy Joseph and Executive Director Andrea Malmberg attend WORC’s annual meeting in Grand Junction, CO and celebrate its 30th birthday.

The House of Representatives passes HR 2454, the American Clean Energy Security Act of 2009. WORC and many other organizations laud the bill’s intentions, but criticize the concessions made to dirty energy technologies. Though Oregon Rural Action does not take a stance, members offer feedback that will inform future work on addressing climate change, building a sustainable energy economy, and holding our elected officials accountable.

July

EORenew holds its tenth annual Solwest Renewable Energy Festival in John Day, OR, drawing renewable energy and sustainability enthusiasts from throughout the West. With displays and workshops to attend, Oregon Rural Action members join hundreds of others in a growing regional movement. Communications Director Shaun Daniel facilitates a lively discussion following the showing of "Good Food."

Oregon Rural Action members and supporters tell Congress that one size doesn't fit all when it comes to food safety legislation, urging our elected officials to incorporate amendments to protect the needs of small producers and processors into HR 2749, the Food Safety Enhancement Act of 2009.  

Oregon Rural Action joins with the Food Research and Action Center in urging Senate support of anti-hunger and nutrition programs, specifically with the inclusion of funding for WIC and other discretionary programs addressing food insecurity.

August

The Oregonian editorial board writes that food processors and eaters stand to benefit from strengthened enforcement and a more reliable food supply.

Oregon Rural Action members Phil and Diane Greif publish a response in the Oregonian stating that a one-size-fits-all approach to federal oversight on food safety would have a chilling effect on local food producers and processors.

Despite the tireless efforts of many Oregon Rural Action members, The U.S. House of Representatives passes HR 2749 on with insufficient amendments to protect small producers.

Four Rivers Community Garden sponsors a "Garden Know and Grow" workshop and community fundraiser for the garden, a Snake River Chapter project.

Working with Friends of Family Farmers, members flood Oregon Department of Agriculture’s Director Katy Coba’s office with post cards urging the department to fix the problem of not being able to easily access locally grown meat.

September

Oregon Rural Action members attend Senators Wyden and Merkley town hall meetings and share their concerns that a “One Size Fits All” approach to food safety would negatively affect small farms and the burgeoning direct market sales of local foods.

Oregon Rural Action participates in Slow Food USA's National Day of action to Get Real Food into Schools on September 7. The Blue Mountain Chapter holds a Potluck for Policy and the Snake River Chapter combines an Eat-In with a showing of "Good Food."

Andrea Malmberg testifies in front of the Oregon Department of Agriculture’s Board of Directors urging the department to fix the problem of not being able to easily access locally grown meat.

Community Food Forum held in Ontario, drawing over 60 area farmers, ranchers, processors, distributors, retailers, educators, advocates and consumers to take an in-depth look at the regional food system and the agricultural economy.

ORA holds its 8th annual gathering with a session on "Building Community Wealth" facilitated by Jeff Goebel, as well as a delicious locally-sourced meal prepared by Foley's Station, and music from local musicians, the Larry Robb Band.

October

Whitman College in Walla Walla, WA marks the 100th birthday of Saul Alinsky with a symposium and training on Community Organizing in the 21st Century.

The Snake River Chapter celebrates a year of success with the Four Rivers Community Garden and honors all the community members who helped to make the project a reality. 

Oregon Rural Action joins twenty grassroots farm, ranch, organic producers and consumers, and holistic health organizations in signing a joint letter urging U.S. Senators to make changes to the Senate's version of the food safety bill, S510, to ensure that the option to select fresh, wholesome, locally produced and processed foods is not denied to consumers. 

Based on feedback from HR 2454, members of Oregon Rural Action and other supporters urge the Senate to pass a strong energy bill, calling for a federal renewable energy standard of at least 25% by 2025, with increased incentives for energy efficiency.

Oregon Rural Action receives a grant from Meyer Memorial Trust to begin the first Farm-to-School program east of Bend!

With the help of many strong volunteers, Oregon Rural Action moves its office to 1702 4th Street in La Grande.

On October 24th, the organization 350 helps organize the International Day of Climate Action, billed as the largest action on climate change to date. When all is said and done, thousands of groups participate worldwide in what is now thought to be the single largest political demonstration in history on any issue.

After years of opposing a mandatory National Animal Identification System, WORC members hail a cut in funding by Congress.  “It’s a great first step towards stopping a bad idea,” said rancher DeJon Bakken, a Dakota Resource Council member from Adams County, N.D. “Congress should end funding, period.”

Gus Wahner, Janet Marie and Andrea Malmberg attend WORC’s first Local Foods Face to Face and Gus is named as chair.  Thank you to our predecessors for paving the way for this important issue to become a WORC campaign!

Friends of Family Farmers travel across Oregon to host a series of community meetings to identify some of the biggest challenges facing family-scale agriculture in Oregon.  The primary goals of these meetings are to establish a plan of action to ensure the survival of socially responsible farmers in our state and to elect farmer delegates to represent their respective communities in the drafting of the Agricultural Reclamation Act. Rural communities will be provided with organizational tools so that farmers and their neighbors can develop solution-oriented approaches to regional challenges. 

November

Oregon Rural Action joins with WORC in working with Senator Merkley's staff to seek ways for small producers and processors not to be hindered by the food safety bill. Senator Merkley, who sits on the Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee, responds by drafting a joint letter expressing support for small producers and organic growers. Members and supporters urge yet more as the markup version of the bill passes unanimously out of committee.

Blue Mountain Chapter hosts “Food Inc.” showing and House Party where we joined others throughout the country in a National Conference Call with Robby Kenner-Director of Food, Inc., Gary Hirshberg -CEO of Stonyfield Farm, and Troy Roush-American Corn Growers Association.

Oregon Rural Action receives three grants to continue our work in advancing the green economy in rural Oregon through active citizen participation in policy formation and other efforts that create access to the benefits of the emerging green economy for local communities.  These generous gifts were from the Tides Foundation, the Penney Family Fund, a member of the Common Counsel Foundation, and the NW Area Foundation.

December

Shaun Daniel and Andrea Malmberg partake in a fantastic training provided by the McKenzie River Gathering Foundation – Maximizing Impact with Communications.

Board member Steve Bartell and Andrea Malmberg attend WORC board meeting in Billings.

Climate change and energy bills sit stalled in the Senate as health care continues to dominate policy debates and national attention.

Tony and Andrea Malmberg attend the Ninth Western Annual Policy Meeting of Rural Voices for Conservation Coalition in order to build relationships that will support Oregon Rural Action and WORC’s campaigns on consolidation of the livestock industry, sustainable woody biomass, climate change, and building a strong local economies.

Kevin Williams, Director of Organizing for WORC, comes to La Grande to do a community organizing training with our exciting new team.

Many members dared to make the trek to Oregon Rural Action’s new office during a snowy afternoon to enjoy the company of people who care deeply about our communities.

The Work that Brings Us Together

By Shaun Daniel

This article is the third in a series exploring Oregon Rural Action's core values: Democracy, Participation, Leadership Development, Diversity and Cooperation, Justice, and Stewardship.

Shortly after the founding of the United States, Thomas Jefferson articulated his vision for the fledgling democracy. He envisioned a nation of self-reliant farmers who would work together for the common good. Though much time has passed, his words stand as challenge and promise even now to a nation still growing and changing. Writing in his seminal work Community and the Politics of Place, former Montana state representative and past mayor of Missoula, Daniel Kemmis states, "[Jefferson’s vision] depended first upon people being deeply engaged with one another ('rejoicing and mourning, laboring and suffering together') and second upon citizens being directly and profoundly engaged with working out the solutions to public problems, by formulating and enacting the 'common good.'"
This sense of coming together to work out the solutions to public problems and enacting the common good is what Oregon Rural Action is all about. Among our core values, we affirm the importance of diversity and cooperation as two sides of the same invaluable community currency. If we are to be a truly democratic society, our decision-making bodies must reflect the diversity of our communities. Oregon Rural Action members come from diverse racial, cultural, regional, economic, and occupational backgrounds and don’t agree on everything. We believe people still have the capacity to respect one another and work together on issues. At the same time, we must be able to not only work together, despite our differences, but also harness the power diversity brings to strengthen our work. Diversity is so powerful and critical because it provides a broad base of experiences, knowledge, and ideas which allow us to be stronger and more adaptable.  

The importance of diversity in our communities and community organizations is similar to its importance in the natural world. Diversity is the foundation upon which ecological health rests. In Brazil's Atlantic Forest, scientists have identified over 1,350 vertebrates, 20,000 plant species, and millions of insects, about half of which cannot be found anywhere else in the world. And this is to say nothing of the billions of bacteria and microscopic organisms that are estimated to call such a patch of earth home. The variety of life that is teeming in a single square foot of biodiverse earth is practically unfathomable – and yet each organism fills a niche and has a role to play, from capturing carbon to water purification to pollination to the breakdown of wastes. In this way, each organism is dependant upon the others for survival. So, too, do we depend on one another in rural communities and within our community organization. – to participate, to communicate, to take turns in leadership, and to work for the common good, whether it be a return to a more traditional approach or embracing a creative new way. 

Lack of diversity, in contrast, suggests an imminent risk of failure, even extinction. This is true within ecosystems, between species, and even within species. Monocultured crops, for example, are only a disease or unforeseen event away from catastrophe because their weaknesses are multiplied. The Irish Potato Famine in 1846 occurred mainly because the inherent strength of genetic and species diversity was not utilized. Only two varieties of potato were planted, both of which were susceptible to blight. Without diversity in nature, as well as our communities and our organization, we run the risk of not being able to cope with the challenges that inevitably arise. Organizations without a broad spectrum of participants are much less able to think critically and adapt to changing conditions. 

But without cooperation, diversity means working apart from one another – or worse, against one another – a thousand islands in a lonely sea. Without diversity, cooperation is short-sighted and can even be given to unjust action – ageism, racism, sexism, and violence all arise from one group trying to impose itself on another. Oregon Rural Action functions on the premise that “community” houses and is indeed the culmination of diversity and cooperation. Afterall, the origin of the word “community” is the Latin word Communis, which is itself a combination of the Latin prefix com- (meaning “together”) and the word munis (originally derived from an earlier Etruscan word meaning “to have charge of”). So, basically community means a diversity of people living and working together. Community organizing is mobilizing ourselves for the long-term in order to work together to get things done. Organizing means embracing diversity and cultivating cooperation to work for the common good.  

Despite the dominant mythology of the rugged individual – the go-it-alone hero or heroine silhouetted against a setting sun - so much of rural life and life in the West is about diversity, cooperation, and community. No individual ever made it on his or her own in the West. At some point, the Western pioneer sought the help of a neighbor or a relative or a friend. One of the hallmarks of living in a rural area is the sense of genuine cooperation that can manifest itself. The perennial example is the community barn raising, or townsfolk pitching in donations and assistance to a family whose house burnt down, or farmers helping to bring in the harvest of one of their neighbors stricken by cancer. Our lives are too intertwined to pretend we are islands unto ourselves. And rural living in particular doesn't afford anonymity and drawing deep lines in the sand. What happens to you impacts me. What happens to me impacts you. It is a profound feeling to know we can depend on one another.

Many folks are intimidated or confused by all of these terms: diversity, cooperation, and community organizing. It is often difficult to make connections with those in our community very different from ourselves. As musician Youssou N'Dour says, “People need to see that, far from being an obstacle, the world’s diversity of languages, religions and traditions is a great treasure, affording us precious opportunities to recognize ourselves in others.” After all, it's in recognizing ourselves in others that we build community. Further, the more Oregon Rural Action reflects the diversity of our community, the more powerful it will be, the more effective its actions, and the more appealing its activities.

Nonetheless, embracing diversity and cooperating fully is a continuous process that we work on through organizing. Brooklyn-based community organizer Gabriel Thompson recognizes six ongoing projects for people organizing: of listening (really hearing the other); of exposure (to new ideas and different ways of living); of unlearning (letting go of our own personal biases assumptions, and mythologies); of humility (acknowledging that individuals alone don't hold the answer); of living with imperfection (that a person doesn't have to be one way to better the community); and of developing empathy (personally identifying with another's experience). 
Other leaders in community organizing and natural resource management in the West also recognize the challenge and importance of embracing diversity and cooperation. Margie MacDonald, Regional Organizer for WORC, observes, "Understand that families and neighbors may take radically different views on issues but still live together and "make nice" long after the particular issue or fight goes away. They will go to the same church, their kids will play on the same teams, they will serve on the same co-op boards." Similarly, Gary Sandusky, Executive Director of the Idaho-based Center for Community Change, says, "Broaden your tolerance for the people with whom you must work. In rural organizing, you have to work with those who live there and you don't have many chances to get things right. The people who live there are all you've got and if you alienate them, you will have blown your chance to with them for a very long time." 
The process is not always easy. Thompson observes, "Much of organizing - especially when working with people very different from oneself - is tense, and rightly so. This healthy tension is what learning is all about: learning about how to overcome differences, identify common desires, interact with people without condescension, and break down barriers of mistrust...When we realize that people have the same fundamental needs...and we choose to work with others whose needs have gone unmet, we begin to break down the barriers that keep the 'other America' hidden. Because the truth is that there really is no other America."  This is how we begin the process of building a community capable of effecting change.
In an effort to embrace diversity and build a spirit of cooperation, one of the most important skills to develop is the ability to talk to one another – I mean it! – just talk with one another and actually, whole-heartedly, unreservedly listen to what the other person says. Growing up as a small-town boy, as I have, and then traveling the lengths of Oregon as a community organizer, I have often been surprised at just how many things I have in common with the folks I’ve met – people as diverse as a small farmer in Nyssa, a business owner in Baker City, a teacher in La Grande, an immigrant in Hermiston, a doctor in John Day, a tribal member in Pendleton, a social worker in Bend, a rancher in Prineville, an activist in Portland, or a state representative in Salem. In listening to their concerns and hopes for their communities, their experience became my own. And it became our work. 

Truly communicating with another breaks down barriers and reveals our common concerns. In the spirit of community organizing, we then can seek to get at the root of problems, identify our shared community concerns, and stop focusing on the symptoms, or the individual ways in which we react. We must also remember in this process that, ultimately, we can disagree – this is diversity! But when we come together, and cooperate to address the problem, we are a force more powerful. 

In short, we are not a liberal organization nor a conservative organization. We are not a group of Republicans, nor Democrats, nor Greens, nor Libertarians, nor independents. We are a community organization.  We need to bridge the divides for effective organizing. We can bridge the cultural and racial divides, the age gaps, the educational chasms, the gender divides, the religious schisms, the urban-rural divide. As easy as it is to fall into an “us v. them” attitude, this is not effective for growing local power and winning our issue campaigns. Such an attitude sets in motion the pendulum of short shifts in partisan control, thereby deepening divisions, heightening misunderstandings, obscuring the community that persists all about us. An attitude of cooperation and diversity stays the pendulum and bridges the divide.
So a call to action emerges: If we're allowing disagreements and personality conflicts to get in the way of our shared ambitions to improve our community, what are we really saying about that ambition? That it's not worth the inconvenience? Surely we can get past our differences long enough to make positive change in our communities. We're all we have. If we don't do it, no one else will. 

Division is less than the sum of its parts; cooperation is more. Our varied human experiences become a powerful force to be reckoned with when we work together. And this is the meaning of another Latin phrase, chosen as a national motto in Jefferson’s time and ever-important to the American experience: e pluribus unum. 

Out of many, one. 

SOCIAL NETWORKING AS ORGANIZING

Community organizing is about building powerful relationships. In addition to the crucial face-to-face   

organizing that defines our work, Oregon Rural Action is also extending its reach through new media and social networking technologies, uniting diverse allies and community partners statewide and even nationally in the important work we’re doing for strong, rural communities. 

You can find Oregon Rural Action at… 

www.twitter.com/oregonrural 

Short and to the point with pertinent news items and calls to action. Over 1,000 followers and growing! 

www.facebook.com/oregonrural 

News, information, issue discussions, help fundraise by donating your birthday to Oregon Rural Action — a great way to engage with other supporters. Help us hit the 100 mark! 

www.change.org/oregonrural 

Network of social change nonprofits. Share information, take action, raise money for the cause. 

www.youtube.com/user/oregonrural 

A growing collection of videos pertaining to Oregon Rural Action’s work. Someday to include locally-produced videos! 

www.flickr.com/groups/oregonrural 

Share your photos of Oregon Rural Action events and the communities in which we work. What does community organizing look like to you? 

All of these networks are free to sign up and use. We will of course continue to utilize offline media for those who don’t have adequate access to the internet or those who simply prefer not to use it. Nonetheless, if you are interested in using one of these social networks but feel unsure of how to begin, please contact Shaun Daniel at shaun@oregonrural.org. We want to work with you to utilize the many powerful tools available out there to create engaging and empowering networks where citizens can come  together to tackle the issues that we are facing.

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Principles of Community Organizing Training

March 24-27, 2010

La Grande, Oregon

WORC's training sessions cover the most important skills for organizers and leaders of grassroots community organizations.

· Working with the media

· Why we organize

· Developing an issue campaign

· Planning & taking actions

· Healthy organizations

· Grassroots fundraising

· Roles of leaders & staff

· Membership recruitment

· Leadership development

· Building strong relationships

· Running good meetings

Here’s your chance to enhance your leadership skills and strengthen Oregon Rural Action... 

Space is limited. Oregon Rural Action leaders and staff have priority placement. WORC will reserve space in the training for you after your application is approved and your tuition is paid. Tuition is $50 for members of Oregon Rural Action and/or WORC and $300 for non-members. Scholarship money is available if tuition is a hardship. 

If you are interested in participating, contact Andrea Malmberg, Executive Director, 541-957-2411. Application and information are available at www.worc.org, or call 406-252-9672. 

Apply by March 10, 2010 

SAD BUT TRUE...

A Satirical Look at… Food Safety Legislation

Reporter's Log

Journalist: Noam Brady Elwego

Date: The Near Future

Subject: Food safety legislation

Food industry giant MonCargo recently released an official statement on the passage of S.510, the FDA Food Safety Modernization Act. The statement reads in part:

MonCargo praises the recent decision by Congress to pass food safety legislation without the addition of proposed amendments by the powerful and devious small and family farm lobby, who claim that the legislation is unfair and burdensome. MonCargo believes that all businesses should have an equal chance to succeed; it is only fair that all agricultural enterprises—including the egg business little Susie is now running out of her dubious lemonade stand to buy a pony—be held to the same standard. Such amendments would only serve to prolong the appropriate decision, drive up taxes, maintain inefficient forms of agriculture, cause more cars to crash, keep panda bears from reproducing, and make it difficult for all small businesses (except small farms) to succeed. We also laud the Justice Department for dropping its frivolous Anti-Trust investigation into agricultural businesses so clearly serving the public interest. 

Now that MonCargo has a 95% share in the nation's food system, we will be able to employ our proprietary agri-science technologies to addressing the very real concerns about food safety. In our patented S.E.E.D. (simulated embryonically-engineered dataset) production department we are nearing release of new forms of “environmentally-tailored” wheat, soy, sugarbeet, and corn seed that will be made available to farmers nationwide. (An international release is slated for next year.) We're sure that American farmers will be happy with the need to purchase our superior product each year in order to provide the public with the same assurance of quality and safety. 

At MonCargo we want to ensure that our customers receive the very highest value in produce, cereals, and meat. That's why we scour the globe looking for quality fruits, vegetables, grains and meats at an exploitative cost in order to bring them to you at prices we know you'll love. Our food scientists oversee all blending of ingredients from up to 500 locations to guarantee a product of consistent taste and low price, with a guarantee of safety thrown in. 

The recent increase in salmonella and E. coli outbreaks in the United States are worthy of grave concern and corporate condemnation. We offer the victims our most heartfelt sympathies. Unfortunately, these are an expected part of any transitional phase. Frankly, we believe many of these outbreaks to be the work of small-farmer saboteurs who bid their offspring do their evil doing. While there may not have been any food-borne illnesses traced to farmers' markets, this can be attributed to the fact that family farmers were aware of reconnaissance efforts to study them. Anthropologists call this the Observer Effect. So-called “family farmers” are well-versed in America’s intelligence methods, having trained with the CIA.

The continued patronage of some consumers with local small farms seems baffling in light of this. Supporters claim that they develop a relationship with and can trust their local farmer and rancher. MonCargo is committed to establishing and maintaining consumer trust and loyalty, and we will put our efforts this year towards winning over new markets, no matter the cost. 

When asked to comment, CEO for MonCargo Corp. P. Lain DeMerdu put this reporter on hold. He was overhead to say, “Get me PR! Oh, and while you're at it, I know this farmer-rancher guy a couple towns over. He has the best beef you've ever tasted. It's grass-fed, the cows all have names. Get him on the phone, too, and see if you can get some beef for our chef. I want a good burger!”

LEGISLATIVE UPDATE

One Size Doesn’t Fit All When It Comes to Food Safety Legislation

Thanks to the hard work of Oregon Rural Action members—through calls, letters, emails, letters to the editor—our elected officials are responding to concerns over a one size fits all food safety bill. Senator Merkley, who sits on the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee and has helped introduced minimal amendments to the markup version of the bill that the committee passed, has shown that he is willing to listen to your concerns with the current bill—which is why it is imperative that we continue to to let him and others in the Senate know that the amendments proposed to S.510, the FDA 

Food Safety Modernization Act do not go far enough. 

Our Senators are to be lauded for their efforts, but the current measures do not do enough to protect small producers and processors from the unnecessary burdens that the food safety bill, as it now stands, is slated to impose. We are calling for an exemption of small producers and processors in the bill's language because (a) state and local health and agriculture departments already have laws and rules applying to farmers markets and other venues for local food sales; (b) the supply chain is nonexistent in direct 

market sales and is therefore readily transparent and traceable (no additional traceability measures are needed); and (c) local food systems are not what is broken—it has been the industrial agriculture system with its long, convoluted supply chains that has been the source of recent food safety concerns that this legislation admirably seeks to address.   

Please contact your Senators to… 

· Thank then for their work to make our food system safer; 

· Thank them for their willingness to respond to the concerns of small producers and processors, and their customers; 

· Call on them to: (1) Include the House language for exemption of small, direct market farmers and processors from FDA oversight and regulation, including trace back requirements; (2) Exempt small, direct market farmers from FDA produce regulations; and (3) Clarify in S.510 such definitions as "facilities" and "retail establishments," using the House bill's language. 

Further Information 

On November 13th—the same day one of our action alerts went out—Senator Merkley signed on to a letter with four other Senators asking Committee Chairman Harkin that the FDA and USDA be required "to work together when developing food safety regulations, and to streamline the guidelines for organic producers and sustainable agriculture." Likewise, on November 16th, Senator Merkley issued a press release on his efforts to protect the "organic farming and sustainable agriculture industries." These 

show he hears you. 

Although Senator Merkley is right in recognizing that producers and processors need not be subjected to duplicative and conflicting regulation, the emphasis placed on certified organic growers fails to recognize the significant number of un-certified entrepreneurs who are nonetheless producing and processing in a sustainable manner. Oftentimes it is the sheer cost of certification that is the obstacle. For example, in La Grande, none of the vendors at the local farmers' market is a certified organic producer or processor - a situation which is not uncommon east of the Cascades. 

The food safety bill should therefore take into account the unique needs of small producers and cottage processors, and ensure that undue and unnecessary burdens are not placed on this burgeoning new sector of Oregon's economy. This can be done by exempting small producers and processors from the bill and by clearly defining within the bill such terms as "facilities" and "retail establishments" so that the regulation is not stretched to fall upon local food growers and processors for whom it was never intended. 

Please contact your Senators today! 

Senate Contact Info 

Oregon 

· Senator Ron Wyden at (202) 224-5244 or  http://wyden.senate.gov/contact/ 

· Senator Jeff Merkley at (202) 224-3753 or  http://merkley.senate.gov/contact/ 

Idaho 

· Senator Mike Crapo at (202) 224-6142 or http://crapo.senate.gov/contact/email.cfm 

· Senator James Risch at (202) 224-2752 or http://risch.senate.gov/webform.cfm 

Other states’ info available at: www.senate.gov 

Oregon Rural Action

Board of Directors: Steve Bartell, Blue Mountain Chapter Rep.; Mabel Dobbs, Treasurer; Nancy Gledhill, Snake River Chapter Rep.; Ramon Lara, Chair; Gus Wahner, Columbia Basin Chapter Rep.; and Alma Wolf, At-Large. 

Local Chapters: Baker County, Blue Mountain (Union County), Columbia Basin (Umatilla & Morrow Counties), and Snake River (Malheur County) 

Staff: Andrea Malmberg, Executive Director; Shaun Daniel, Communications Director; Janet Rose Marie, Membership Coordinator; Nancy Gledhill, Community Organizer; Nella Parks, Community Organizer; Teresa Roark, Community Organizer/RARE; Andi Sexton, Farm-to-School Coordinator; Katie Weaver, Community Organizer. 

Contact us:  info@oregonrural.org  or  (541) 975-2411 

Come by and visit our new office at 1702 4th St, La Grande, OR 97850. 

Thank you to all our member leaders and volunteers!

THE FURROW

The Newsletter of Oregon Rural Action

The Furrow is published quarterly by Oregon Rural Action with generous assistance from organizations including the McKenzie River Gathering Foundation and members like you. To help us continue with this great publication, please consider making a contribution.   

To learn more about the work we do, visit our website at www.oregonrural.org. 

Contact:

Andrea Malmberg

andrea@oregonrural.org

541-975-2411

Support Oregon Rural Action by becoming a member or by making a donation online at www.oregonrural.org/join

Be Part of Oregon Rural Action’s 

Sustainer’s Circle!  

You now have the opportunity to provide on-going support to Oregon Rural Action with an automatic monthly or quarterly donation from your checking account. Join the Sustainer’s Circle and become part of our backbone of support!

General donations are tax-deductible to the extent allowed by US tax law

Oregon Rural Action is a community-based organization. Our mission is to bring people together to build strong communities. We do this by providing information and tools for local people to use in addressing the issues affecting our communities and by helping community members develop and implement solutions that work. Oregon Rural Action is working to promote social justice, agricultural and economic sustainability, and stewardship of the region's land, air and water.

