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Economic Development: Let’s SNAP to It

By Teresa Roark, Community Organizer

What do you think of when you think about Food Stamps?  Probably not economic development...  Despite being cast as a failed welfare program in the 1990s and almost cut, the Food Stamp Program is actually one of the most effective economic development programs run by the federal government.  In addition to helping community members access food, a basic need, the Food Stamp Program (recently renamed Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or SNAP) provides needed assistance to the local economy as well as local agriculture. 

Nationwide 40,157,395 people benefit from SNAP – that’s one in eight, and climbing daily.  These numbers include diverse segments of society.  SNAP participation has increased in urban as well as rural communities, among the chronically poor, and the newly under- or unemployed. It’s no secret that the United States economy is struggling.  Many people who have not received any form of public assistance in the past now qualify for programs such as SNAP.   While it seems counterintuitive, participation in SNAP may be a first step to economic recovery.  

Despite a significant increase, nationwide it is estimated that one third of those eligible are not enrolled.   According to the Food and Nutrition Services Agency, the most common reasons people do not enroll in SNAP are that they do not realize they may be eligible, have misconceptions about the program, or worry about the lingering stigma around receiving government assistance. 

Important things to know about SNAP benefits:

· Average benefits for 2009 were $222 per family

· In Oregon households are eligible up to 185% of the federal poverty line, which is about $1,600 per month for an individual or $3,300 for a family of 4

· SNAP benefits can be used to buy seeds and plant starts so that participants can produce their own food

· SNAP benefits can be used at Farmers Markets 

· SNAP benefits cannot be used at restaurants or to purchase hot items at grocery store delis

SNAP benefits everyone by bringing back into the community federal tax dollars that are spent at local businesses.  According to congressional testimony an increase in SNAP benefits would have a multiplier effect of 1.73.  This means that every $1.00 spent by the federal government on SNAP benefits would generate $1.73 in economic activity.  This is more than General Aid to State Governments (1.36), Infrastructure (1.59), and way more than cutting the corporate tax rate (0.30).

It makes a lot of sense that SNAP benefits have a significant impact on local economic activity.  For one thing, this is money that more or less has to be spent in the community; it can’t be saved and it’s relatively difficult to order food online.  When people do not have to worry as much about paying for essential items, like food, they have more money to spend, and are likely to spend at least a portion of it locally.  Part of building a strong local economy is figuring out how to “plug leaks” and make sure money that is earned here is spent here and re-circulates here.  Participation in SNAP increases the amount of money that is spent in a community and this, in turn, strengthens local businesses.  

So what does this mean for Oregon and its northeastern corner? Based on estimates by the Oregon Hunger Task Force, statewide 79% of those eligible are enrolled in SNAP.  This is bringing an additional $487,749,859 annually back to Oregon, which is generating an estimated $843,807,256 in economic activity.  But it could be making an even greater impact.  County by county participation rates range from a high of 100% in Yamhill County and a low of 29% in Wheeler County.  For example, in Union County 71% of those eligible for SNAP are enrolled.  If 100% of those eligible were enrolled it would mean a total of  $4,404,538 annually that could be spent in this area.  SNAP participation means money that normally leaves our community could be used to support local businesses and local farmers.  

Part of creating a healthy community and a sustainable food system is ensuring that all members of the community are “food secure,” meaning that they have access to a sufficient amount of nutritious and culturally appropriate food. As a result of a complex network of agricultural policies and subsidies, vegetables that are grown thousands of miles away and processed foods that contain extra calories and additives appear cheap.  SNAP benefits can be used to put healthy, local foods within reach of low-income community members.  

As an AmeriCorps volunteer, a notoriously low-paid position, I am receiving SNAP benefits for the first time in my life.  It is important to me to support local farmers.  Farming is hard and I want to make sure that agriculture in the Grande Ronde Valley remains a vibrant part of the economy and an attractive profession for young people.  The extra money I get from SNAP every month makes it possible for me to buy directly from local farmers at the Farmers Market and through the local food guide.  Since local farmers are more likely to buy their equipment locally as well as bank locally I know that by purchasing from them I am also benefiting the broader local economy. 
You can find out if you qualify for SNAP or other benefits at www.oregonhelps.org.  Or call 1-800-Safenet, a free help line that operates 24/7.  A lot has been done in recent years to make the process as quick and efficient as possible.

In a perfect world we would all have family wage jobs and be able to afford plenty of fresh, healthy, local food.  But we do not live in a perfect world, and the current economic recession has made it even more difficult for many families to put food on the table.  The SNAP not only makes it possible for low-income individuals and families to afford food, but also provides needed economic stimulus to local communities.

SPEAK YOUR MIND, AND RIDE A FAST HORSE
Toward a Vision of Sustainable Community Wealth: Taking Time for Process
By Andrea Malmberg, Executive Director

I think it is pretty safe to say that there are few opportunities to productively engage with the diversity of people in our communities to solve problems of mutual concern. When we do “mix it up” it often results in conflict rather than consensus. Since we are a society that relies heavily on hired guns to advocate or fight against public policy, and our “news” largely comes from partisan commentators, it is no wonder that we find ourselves in a “civil cold war.”  

This, in my opinion is not a conducive environment to create the change needed in our communities. Instead, if we are going to someday see communities that are ecologically, socially, and financial prosperous we need to work together across group and ideological lines. But do we have the skills or the patience to seek consensus on the strategies that will lead to sustainable communities?

 
Most problems, especially ones as big as creating community wealth, appear irresolvable because the information base used to solve them is limited. Beliefs and behaviors become frozen in time, as our minds seek to create comfortable patterns in which to respond. The problem with this tendency is that it is exacerbated when we end up only hanging out with people that have similar beliefs and behaviors as we do. Learning and growing requires the thawing of the old pattern or belief and refreezing to the new. 
 
Learning and growing is a requirement for consensus seeking, which means that a learning environment must be created. Consensus seeking recognizes that:  (1) We learn through experience; (2) We must be able to experience uncertain, uncomfortable conditions to learn; (3) It takes time in the front end of a decision to create a common knowledge base sufficient to make a consensus decision; and (4) Changing behaviors is more powerful than changing words. 
 
With the intention of providing a place where people from all walks of life could build their capacity to find consensus on strategies that will lead to community wealth, Oregon Rural Action hosted “Building Community Wealth:  A Program for Change” in Pendleton, Ontario, Baker City, Cove, and John Day this spring. Facilitated by Jeff Goebel, nearly 100 people began the conversations about what sustainable community prosperity would look like. 

The gatherings utilized a consensus seeking process created by Bob Chadwick (though I think he would say that all of the people that have ever used it created it). Coincidentally a former resident of La Grande, Bob Chadwick is nationally recognized for his abilities in bringing differing groups together to communicate and develop common solutions. He has pioneered the development of consensus-building that fosters creative solutions to old conflicts.  The concept of conflict goes beyond the idea of a squabble or a war to include things like the conflict that arises when there are job losses or when there is a natural disaster. Bob's meeting format yields very different results from conventional styles. Not compromise, not middle ground, not voting on priorities, but it is a respectful, honest, and effective method for moving diverse groups into new beliefs and behaviors. The Building Community Wealth workshops showed that information from many different perspectives, when listened to, can create a new, shared knowledge base with which to resolve problems.

 
Participants in each workshop established what the best outcomes are for creating community wealth in each place. Fostering the best outcomes requires looking at beliefs, behaviors, strategies and actions. Yet, typically our outcome-based society is only focused on action plans or strategies.  What we learned through this process is that if the beliefs are not consistent with the plans and strategies, they will not be carried out. The behavior will tend to be incongruent with the action. 

The collective statements that resulted from these workshops (which look as different as the individual communities themselves) can all be found on our website or by stopping by our office for a copy.  From these statements we can now develop the movement to make the best possible outcomes a reality.
 
Though it might at first appear that there were few tangible results from these meetings, the workshops lay some powerful foundations: voices rarely vocalized were heard, an amazing sense of diversity and respect filled the room of each gathering, and new relationships were created. This I believe is the first step in creating the communities in which we wish to live.  Won’t you join us in continuing that journey?
OREGON RURAL ACTION NEWS

Columbia Basin Chapter Update

By Katie Weaver, Community Organizer

Recently the Columbia Basin Chapter achieved a victory in their campaign to improve the water quality of local streams and rivers. On May 22nd the chapter sponsored a pharmaceutical drug disposal day in Hermiston, collecting four large boxes of expired, unused and unwanted medications. When flushed or poured down the toilet, these medications are a significant source of pollution in wastewater. Sewage treatment plants are not designed to remove pharmaceuticals from the water, so they make their way into lakes, rivers and streams, adversely affecting fish and other aquatic life.

While planning this event the chapter forged new relationships with Good Shepherd Medical Center, Oregon State Police and St. Anthony’s Hospital, which sponsored a disposal event on the same day in Pendleton. These relationships will be important as the chapter works to ensure the disposal day becomes a regular event and strives to increase public awareness of the importance of improving and protecting water quality throughout Umatilla County and the region.

Blue Mountain Chapter Update

By Nella Parks, Community Organizer

In April the Blue Mountain Chapter (BMC) held a Building Wealth in Local Communities workshop in Cove with about 40 participants.  The workshop was very well received and helped folks see that many of their fellow community members feel the same way about the community. For a more in-depth summary, see Andrea Malmberg’s article in this issue or visit www.oregonrural.org/issues/building-community-wealth.

In May the BMC Farm-to-School program kicked off with a “Harvest of the Month” tasting tables at North Powder, Union, and Elgin elementary schools.  They served spinach salad and spinach-banana-strawberry smoothies.  The smoothies went over well despite their green color.  In June the BMC Farm-to-School Taskforce formed to promote Farm-to-School throughout Union County.  

Also in May the BMC Local Foods Committee started the new tradition of hosting potlucks every other month.  At the May potluck members voted with pledged volunteer hours to prioritize our campaigns.  Community gardens and Farm-to-School had the most pledged hours but state and national policy, farmers market, community kitchen and local meat campaigns also had a lot of support.  There wasn’t sufficient support expressed to continue the backyard chickens campaign.  So we’re moving ahead on those local foods campaigns.  The next potluck is at the La Grande Community Garden July 20th.

Also, at the beginning of June, BMC pulled off the first Eastern Oregon Solar Fair in partnership with Solar Oregon and many other community partners. After the success of the fair, the chapter hopes it will become an annual event.

Eastern Oregon Solar Fair a Success

By Nella Parks, Community Organizer

The first Eastern Oregon Solar Fair held June 4th through 6th in Union County was a resounding success!  About 100 people from Union, Baker, and Wallowa counties attended our “going solar” workshops, solar open house, and vendor fair.  A big thanks to all the ORA members who helped organize the event, volunteered, and opened their homes to the public.  All the feedback we received was excited and positive.  People most like that they could learn the “basics of going solar,” then talk to local contractors, designers, and vendors, and polish that off with a visit to a real, operating system in Union County.  Fair-goers also raved about being able to take a free bus to all the solar homes on the open house tour.  

The feeling was that the folks who attended the solar fair were “serious” about going solar.  Also, our local vendors reported 8 new appointments and 10 serious prospects, indicating a tangible economic outcome.  Our funding came from business sponsors as well as the Union County Renewable Energy Grant Program and we’re really grateful for that support.  Also, it was really FUN!

Baker County Chapter Update

By Nella Parks, Community Organizer

At the end of March ORA held a Building Wealth in Local Communities workshop in Baker, one of five such workshops in Eastern Oregon.  The Baker workshop was a huge success with 30 participants and a lot of great ideas.  The workshop connected folks who had not been connected before and built bridges between many sectors of the community. For a more in-depth summary, see Andrea Malmberg’s article in this issue or visit www.oregonrural.org/issues/building-community-wealth.

On May 25th ORA members and folks from the Baker City Farmers Market showed Food, Inc at the Carnegie Arts Center.  Over 30 people showed up for the film: a full house!  ORA members provided popcorn and coffee and good conversation.  The attendees of the film were buzzing with conversation and ideas.  The hope is that the film helped bring home the message on how important both the Baker City Farmers Market and ORA are because we are already working on many of the solutions that the film suggests to improving our food system.  

One such project ORA members are working on is the Baker Community Garden.  Currently it is planted and everything is coming up!  The gardeners are very dedicated and dependable, coming to every work party and working hard.   The big chores left to do for the season are to spread wood chips over the area and put up a deer fence. 

There is also interest in showing Food, Inc in Halfway and starting a community garden in Richland or Halfway.  If this idea tickles your fancy, contact Nella at 541-975-2411 or nella@oregonrural.org so she can get you in touch with other members who are interested.

Snake River Chapter Update

By Nancy Gledhill, Community Organizer

The Four Rivers Community Garden, a project of our chapter, has formed a partnership with the Boys and Girls Club of the Western Treasure Valley, Southeast Oregon Regional Food Bank, and OSU Extension. Every Wednesday, through mid-August, from 11:30am to 12:30pm, the club members of the Boys & Girls Club will be at the garden, participating in an activity.  The goal of this project is to provide nutrition and gardening education for youth in Malheur County to help end the root causes of hunger. The garden and in-classroom lessons will incorporate standards-based lessons in nutrition and gardening.

Our chapter meeting takes place on the 3rd Wednesday of each month. On July 21 we will meet at the FMTC Community Room in Fruitland for a potluck, a presentation by Chloe Rico on local foods, and a film showing. 

Folks who want to know what is happening at the garden, can get on the list by emailing us at fourriverscommunitygarden@gmail.com  or by contacting Nancy at 208-642-2760.

How Farm to School Grew This Spring

By Teresa Roark, Community Organizer

So many exciting things have happened since our March Farm to School workshop.   The North Powder School District formed a Farm to School Committee, the Elgin School District is in the process of forming one, Oregon Rural Action and OHSU partnered to organize a Harvest of the Month “beta taste,” and the ORA Farm to School Task Force met to set priorities for next fall.  

In April the North Powder Farm to School Committee met for the first time.  Their goal: “To provide healthy food and education about it to those that attend North Powder School and help promote healthy lifestyles with a sustainable food system.”  Since that first meeting North Powder elementary students have planted a beautiful garden.  The committee is hard at work on updating the greenhouse to be used year-round, building a root cellar, and starting a composting program.  Prior to forming the committee North Powder was already making strides to improve their school lunch program by serving fewer processed foods. Now they’re expanding the effort. 

The Elgin School District is in the process of forming a Farm to School Committee to expand efforts to improve school lunches and integrate a greater focus on health into other parts of the school day.  Elgin already purchases fruits and vegetables from PD Farms in Elgin.   If you would like information about how to join the North Powder or Elgin Farm to School Committees contact Teresa Roark at teresa@oreognrural.org or (541) 975-2411.

May was “Spring Greens Month” and ORA worked with OHSU to feature local spinach as part of a Harvest of the Month Program. The Oregon Rural Action Farm to School Task Force piloted three tasting tables. Elementary and middle school students at North Powder, Imbler, and Union sampled a fresh local spinach salad, and a local spinach smoothie.  They then voted on which they liked better.  If a student just couldn’t decide which they liked best, they were allowed to vote for both (Hey, it’s not civics class).  In the end 323 students participated in the project.  And the smoothie was the hands-down winner in all the schools, by a 2 to 1 margin. 

Volunteering at the tasting tables was a moving experience.  It was so much fun seeing the students dare each other to try the bright green smoothie and tell their friends how delicious the salad was.  Many kids even asked for the recipe.  We heard things like:

“This doesn’t even taste like spinach”

“This spinach tastes different than spinach I’ve had before”

“This doesn’t taste like normal spinach”

“I love spinach, and trying all foods”

We were able to have conversations with several students about why this spinach was special, and why it’s important that I bought it directly from the farmer who grew it, a farmer whose family has been growing spinach for 100 years, and yes, that does mean eating lots of spinach helps you live a really long time! 

The Harvest of the Month Program introduced the idea of seasonality in a world where we can buy “fresh” tomatoes year round, it allowed students to sample foods they are unfamiliar with, and provided an inroad for local producers to sell to schools and parents.  

On the first day of summer, June 21st, the ORA Farm to School Task Force met to discuss priorities for the next school year and how to best support existing Farm to School efforts.  The group approved the following goal statement for the countywide Task Force:

To connect schools and local producers with the objectives of:

• Serving healthy meals in school cafeterias,

• Improving student nutrition,

• Providing agriculture, health, and nutrition education, and

• Supporting local and regional farmers.

One of the priorities that the group identified was the need for another workshop.  And hopefully we will be able to organize one in both the fall and spring this next school year.  The group also formulated some exciting ideas for the focus of this year’s workshops, including a “Farm to School Bus Tour” of school kitchens, school gardens, and farms that sell to schools.  The first Farm to School workshop planning meeting will be on July 19th at 3:30 at the Ag Services Building at 10507 N McAlister Rd.

The Task Force also recognized that the La Grande School District faces some challenges that are different from the other school districts in Union County.  So we will be holding a special meeting to discuss how to move forward in La Grande on July 26th at 3:30 at the Oregon Rural Action office, on the second floor of White House Coffee.

These are open meetings and everyone is invited and encouraged to come. In the past six months we’ve set a great pace for Farm to School in Union County, and we hope to continue that momentum into the 2010/2011 school year.  If you have any questions please contact Teresa Roark at teresa@oregonrural.org or 541-975-2411.

REGULAR FARM TO SCHOOL UPDATES!

To find out the latest what is happening with the Farm to School Program and get the recipes from the May Tasting Tables check out our new blog at: http://oregonrural.org/issues/farm-to-school
ENERGY OPPORTUNITIES

Creating Community Solar Champions 
By Claire Carlson, Education Coordinator, Solar Oregon

The City of Portland, Energy Trust of Oregon, Solar Oregon and Oregon Department of Energy are partnering to create a statewide campaign to deliver the Solar Now! education and outreach model to other communities around the State of Oregon. The objective is to encourage local municipalities and community leaders throughout the state to learn from and join the Solar Now! network.
Solar Now! University is a small conference that will provide community solar champions the technical education  and background on the benefits of solar energy they will to manage and coordinate a solar educational and outreach program in their communities.

The conference will be held in Pendleton Oregon on September 30th – October 2nd bringing together representatives from eastern and northern Oregon to learn from experts in the field of solar energy. While this event is open to the public, attendees are encouraged to have strong ties to their local municipalities and existing outreach networks. Previous renewable or solar energy experience and/or ties to local public institutions is encouraged.

Some of the topics that will be covered:

    • Solar Technology Basics

    • Community Outreach Strategies

    • Tax Credits, Incentives & Grants

    • Web & Online Resources

    • Financing Options

    • Permitting & Codes

Most importantly Solar Now! University will be an opportunity to gather, learn, and share to advance solar energy in Oregon.

Further details will be coming soon. If you have questions or would like to be added to an email notification for this event or next year’s Solar Now! University for western and southern Oregon, please contact claire@solaroregon.org.

Go to Solar Oregon’s website for the most up to date information: http://solaroregon.org/workshops-and-education/solar-now-university/solar-now-university

Join the ORA Energy Team!
By Nella Parks, Community Organizer

Oregon Rural Action members are working to form an ORA-wide Energy Team encompassing and including members from all chapters (Snake River, Columbia Basin, Blue Mountain, and Baker County). The aim of this team is to work on renewable energy issues in Eastern Oregon. The Blue Mountain Chapter has had an Energy Team for quite some time but wants to expand. 

Some of the issues they have identified as important are:

· Local purchasing of renewable energy by OTEC

· Working with local school boards to invest in conservation and efficiency measures to save on school budgets

· The future of biomass and geothermal in the region

· Increasing community participation in wind farm citing

· Ensuring local hiring in wind farm construction

· Creating an “Energy Guide” with information on local contractors and designers and tax and financial information to help folks navigate home/business renewable energy system installation or energy conservation retrofitting

If any of these ideas lights your fire or you have some of your own, please contact Nella by email at nella@oregonrural.org or 541-975-2411.

SAVE THE DATE!

SolWest Fair

July 23-25, 2010

Solar - Wind - Water - Sustainable Living

Vendors - Workshops - Family Activities

www.solwest.org

541-575-2633

info@solwest.org

THE WORD AT WORC

Local foods bring choice and control to consumers

Commentary by Carol LeResche, Powder River Basin Resource Council

I raise organic, heirloom produce for direct sales to my customers in Northeast Wyoming. It is difficult to farm in this country. I was hailed out two years ago and last year lost much of the produce to grasshoppers.

How did our ancestors survive a total loss of a garden with no corner supermarket?  Even though everyone had gardens and worked hard to eke out enough ripe produce to carry them through until spring, the weather could destroy a garden with one storm at any point in the season. 

Obtaining food is easier now. Just go to the grocery store and buy something – usually something produced in another country or in a state far away. Something grown at a place of which you have no knowledge. Something grown by a stranger who is probably a large corporation. 

Unfortunately, over the years this convenience has slowly eroded our entire food system. Now there is easy access but little control, limited choice, and usually poor quality in the food so easily procured. This is what the local food movement is all about:  choice and control.

I farm because I want to know from where my food comes. I want it to be tasty and healthy and the only way I can ensure that is to grow it myself or buy it from someone I know. I want to control the choice of the seeds and ensure the seed planted and nurtured will produce a vegetable that tastes good. My heirloom tomatoes, squash, peas, broccoli, spinach and lettuce are much tastier than you can get in a store.

My business partner and I have been providing vegetables since 2003. It is hard work, but rewarding. Recreating a local food economy is challenging. We have sold in farmers markets and in 2009 began to sell shares in a Consumer Supported Agriculture structure, where customers buy prepaid shares in the enterprise and receive produce deliveries once a week all season. 

We provide fresh produce to 60 families in three counties – all with face-to-face transactions. The families see where and how their food is produced. They can walk the rows; they can pick their own tomatoes, help us weed, or shape raised beds. They know where I live. This type of interaction is impossible with an industrialized provider that obtains its product from multiple disparate producers. A faceless system: not of our choice or under our control.

I have been tracking the Food Safety Modernization Act, a bill in Congress that as originally drafted would affect our enterprise by treating small producers like me the same as industrialized food producers. It will have a chilling effect on the present trend of increasing the availability of locally grown food. 

I believe the Healthy Local Foods amendments to this bill offered by Senator Jon Tester of Montana will encourage a local food economy that provides consumers with choice and control over the food they eat and feed their families. I do not believe exempting direct transactions between farmer and customer will lead to consumer harm. On the contrary, these amendments will greatly facilitate the growth of local markets providing choice and control to consumers. States and local entities already provide sufficient regulation of local foods. Let this remain as it is. 

A member of the Powder River Basin Resource Council, Carol LeResche grows heirloom vegetables for local markets at her farm in Clearmont, Wyoming

TAKE ACTION!

Since the summer of 2009 Oregon Rural Action members have been at the forefront of protecting small farmers while ensuring that our food system is improved. From member Jennifer Moore first alerting us that upcoming legislation would harm small producers to member Susan Boyd impacting the content of amendments to the hundreds of phone calls and emails you’ve sent – your actions have made a difference.  

But our work is not yet quite done. Our Senators still need to hear from you to ensure that they support the Tester Amendments to S. 510, the FDA Food Safety Modernization Act.

Please call your Senators today.

Senator Jeff Merkley - (202) 224-3753

Senator Ron Wyden - (202) 224-5244

Other states’ Senators can be found at www.senate.gov

STRIKING AT THE ROOT…

Justice Calling

By Shaun Daniel, Communications Director

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

Isaac Berry was a handsome man. A hardworking man. Able to drive an ox, pound a horseshoe, or play the fiddle with aplomb and ease. And he was a black slave. 

Lucy Millard was a beguiling copper-haired girl, somewhat plain in appearance with her hair pulled tight in a bun, yet full of fire and vigor. Daughter of a settler and early Mormon preacher, with an insatiable curiosity for life. And she was white. 

One day as Isaac was pounding away at the rock-solid prairie soil (having been rented out for a year from his master by German immigrants), he met Lucy and her sister, who brought him water in the fields. The two of them felt a connection there in that waving sea of grass - a connection that deepened as Lucy visited her only friend in the area, the wife of Isaac's owner, who suggested that Lucy read the Bible to the illiterate Isaac. And so she did.

They spoke of religion, how her mother had wasted away from tuberculosis, and of the places that Lucy had lived as her family traveled around, her father intent on establishing his ministry, one town after another persecuting them for their beliefs. Isaac played his fiddle for her. They spoke of the Detroit River, which separated Windsor, in free Canada, from the continual threat of slavery in the United States on the Detroit side. They could go there and be free together... They lay dangerous, clandestine plans to seek their freedom and their love.

"For what Isaac was planning," Betty DeRamus writes in Forbidden Fruit: Love Stories from the Underground Railroad, "he could have been whipped until the sun got tired of shining on fat fields and thin slaves. He could have been dragged by dogs, castrated or buried up to his neck in Missouri mud, sugar sprinkled on his head to draw flies.” Such was the law of the land, written or unwritten, until well into the Twentieth Century. Relationships between black men and white women, even if only imagined, were grounds for beating, lynching and mutilating black men. In the face of such oppression and injustice, it would take a tremendous amount of struggle to overcome. 

Liberty and Justice for All 

“...conceived in Liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal,” President Abraham Lincoln echoed the Founding Fathers as he stood at the battlefield of Gettysburg under a bright November sky. It was 1863, four months after the end of the bloody battle there that marked a turning point in the Civil War. In referencing the Declaration of Independence he sought to reunite the country, to save its still-young experiment with democratic governance and exhort it to a higher moral calling – a just place where all could be free. 

In a way, Lincoln was speaking of justice itself, of that unquenchable human desire for a fair shake and a chance to direct one's own life. Justice is fairness. It’s treating like as like. Lincoln joins a host of moral thinkers and philosophers who have attempted to encapsulate the essence of justice in everything from the Golden Rule (“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you”), the Categorical Imperative (“Act according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become universal law”), the Utilitarian Calculation (“Actions are right to the degree that they tend to promote the greatest good for the greatest number”) – all offering a similar conception of justice in the final reading. Yet, as Harvard Professor of Law Martha Minow observes, “What does a perfect theory of justice matter if it operates miles above human experience?” 

Suffice it to say then that, for our purposes here, justice is doing right by one another.

To do right by one another, we need to realize and acknowledge our own interests and that others have such interests, too. Author John Casey describes “that first shiver of yourself in your own skin when you realize simultaneously that you can make claims, and that there is someone else who can make claims on you.” This is part of recognizing one's relation to others and that our fates as individuals are intertwined in the communities in which we live. Martin Luther King, Jr. alludes to this in saying, “At the heart of all that civilization has meant and developed is 'community' – the mutually cooperative and voluntary venture of man to assume a semblance of responsibility for his brother.” 

King’s words and work underscore the importance of individuals working in partnership with one another. Seeing ourselves as part of a community, we come to know others' interests and needs and to express our own. When we value others, we want to see them well and will act to make it so, just as we will act to assert our own needs and wants. 

By and For the People 

It is the responsibility of both individuals and the government (as representative to our interests) to promote justice in actions as well as policies. Through the formal institutions of government our nation is guided by a complex system of laws and policies. These are instruments by which we strive for justice and look after its maintenance. Like any instruments, they can sometimes be misapplied. In fact, laws can occasionally be unjust in the extreme. Some of the most potent examples come from the American system of slavery and the sophisticated legal system of discrimination that followed once slavery had been formally abolished. As slavery demonstrates, justice is distinct from the instruments used in its service. 

We are therefore called to ensure that our communities, and our governments more broadly, act according to justice and do not pass nor enforce unjust laws – and when they do, to set them straight. Ignoring the demands of justice, we allow oppression to creep in and generate fissures in the fabric of our communities. The haves and have-nots drift further and further apart. The American dream, as encapsulated in the phrase “the pursuit of happiness,” suggests that we can pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps. But what if you have no boots? What if your boots were stolen or worn thin outrunning your oppressors? 

It's here we pick up the story of Isaac and Lucy again:

Isaac's chance for freedom came in the spring of 1858, after being warned by his master's wife that his owner would soon sell him down the river, a fate likely to mean worse toil and an early death. Though he would never see his brothers and sisters nor his mother again, he set off across the Mississippi and began a long, arduous walk from Palmyra, Missouri to Detroit, Michigan. He dodged bounty hunters intent on the $500 reward on his return (dead or alive), braved the elements and the constant pang of hunger, and longed someday to see Lucy in Canada, where she had promised to meet him. The cayenne pepper he put in his shoes - to throw off the hounds that would surely follow with gnashing teeth - blistered his feet terribly. 

Lucy had told her father she wanted to marry Issac. But her father would not hear of it. He sent her off to finishing school in Springfield, Illinois, in the fall, after Isaac had run away. When her train reached its destination, she promptly got off and used the money for her tuition to buy a ticket to Detroit, her father's wishes be damned. Once on the train she saw a 'Wanted' poster for the return of Isaac Berry. The image made the journey long from Springfield to Chicago and on to Detroit, as she agonized over the thought that Isaac might be hanging from a tree or even that he'd been captured and lost to her, sold unto the far South.

In Order to Form a More Perfect Union

It was in 1858 – the same year Isaac set out for freedom – that Lincoln proclaimed in a letter to a friend his hatred of slavery: “I hate it because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world – enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites – causes the real friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity...”

Change and a thirst for justice were in the air, and it would be only a matter of time before they carried the day. The abolitionists had been persistent and tenacious organizers, building support over decades through churches, workplaces, lectures and private home meetings. They helped start a national and international movement against an injustice, defending the rights of those who were total strangers to them. And this demonstrates a necessary element to achieving justice: solidarity. 

We can never be truly free until everyone is free. The signers of the Declaration of Independence recognized this, swearing, “we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor.” Our lives are bound together. For our own freedom to be made real, justice calls us to work in solidarity with others, just as the abolitionists did. 

The Emancipation Proclamation issued by Lincoln in 1862 freed all slaves in the South, and set the stage for the North to follow suit. “[All] persons held as slaves within any State or designated part of a State, the people whereof shall then be in rebellion against the United States [meaning the Confederate States], shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free,” Lincoln declared. Thousands went free immediately. And the Thirteenth Amendment, formally ending slavery in the United States, was passed in 1865, Lincoln's last year in office, and officially adopted mere months after his assassination.

Lincoln put into words the hard, often dangerous work of hundreds of thousands of good souls striving for justice, for an end to slavery and oppressions. The abolitionists set the stage for justice to be realized, working in reaction to a grave injustice and through their tireless dedication to what they saw as the common good. Some were notable personalities, such as Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Henry David Thoreau, and Harriet Tubman; most were common people who could see that they would neither wish to be enslaved nor enslave another. They saw their country engaged in a great wrong, and they pushed to set it right.

So where does that leave Lucy and Isaac?

Issac had followed the path of the Underground Railroad, and found refuge with anti-slavery activists - some were Quakers, some freed slaves, some simply people who dared to care. They took him in, hid him, gave him provisions, carried him to new locations in false-bottom wagons, for even in the North he was not safe from federal judges and laws that would return him to his master. These new friends bought him shoes for his bleeding feet. A white man ferried him across Lake St. Clair, shrouded in mist, and landed him safely in his newfound freedom. But where was Lucy? The thought had plagued him these long months.

Once she made it to Detroit, Lucy had taken up lodging in a boarding house and, amongst the 45,000 inhabitants of this early-day Midwestern city, found work in the heat of a shirt factory. Midst the bustle of commerce, of horse-drawn carriages and ox-led carts, she searched for Isaac - first in Detroit and then in Windsor. And it was there on the other side of the river, on a Saturday night, when she heard a familiar fiddle tune upon the air. She rushed to its source and knew then that Isaac was inside the tavern. She begged a couple entering one favor: 

"Tell the fiddler that Lucy is here." 

Imagine the joy in that reunion. Imagine the freedom they felt. Imagine the risks they took, and the risks taken by those who helped them and others like them. Imagine at least the partial justice done in their ultimate marriage and return to the United States once slavery was abolished. Imagine how far we've come since then. And how far we have yet to go.

The Great Task Remaining Before Us

Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice. Justice at its best is love correcting everything that stands against love.” We have seen the progress made by previous movements and efforts at overcoming injustices – powerful, inspiring victories that have improved the lives of so many. In our own age, justice calls us to carry on that work.

Though we may sometimes feel overwhelmed at the scope of issues we face today, and in the responsibility implied in the interconnectedness of a global economy, we can find assurance in knowing that millions upon millions of people are already taking up the mantle of working for justice in their communities and in their countries. Author Paul Hawken claims this is “the largest social movement in all of human history.” By his count, there are nearly 2 million organizations worldwide working towards ecological sustainability and social justice. 

Here in our corner of the world, justice is central to Oregon Rural Action and our everyday work. It's behind the push to secure food safety legislation that will protect people from deadly food borne illnesses while establishing regulations that don't give industrial agribusinesses an unfair advantage and drive small, local farmers out of business. It's behind our push to realize a solution to the lack of certified meat processing and slaughter facilities in Eastern Oregon, a state of affairs which leaves our food system fractured and keeps local ranchers at poverty wages. It's behind the effort to overcome price-fixing and monopolies in agriculture, to stay the rapid and unstudied spread of genetically modified crops whose patented seeds threaten to make farmers forever the serfs of corporations. So, too, is justice behind the effort to create a national energy policy that emphasizes a distributed system of small-scale community-based renewable energy development and to work at solutions to human-caused climate change that empower communities and do not create new problems in the process of solving old ones. 

When the members of the Snake River Chapter pressured the City of Ontario to amend its water shutoff policy so that low income community members would not lose their access to clean water, they did it for justice. 

When the members of the Blue Mountain Chapter organized to keep Wal-Mart from abandoning its present storefront to double its size in a new development across the road and leave two box stores empty, they did it for justice.  

When the members of the Baker County Chapter worked with the Baker City Farmers Market to help low income community members buy market produce with SNAP/food stamp benefits, these people did it for justice. 

When the members of the Columbia Basin Chapter wanted to raise awareness about pharmaceuticals winding up in area waterways, they organized an event to encourage safe disposal of unwanted and expired pharmaceuticals. Their stewardship was justice done towards the land and the community. 

All of these people – from Isaac and Lucy to Lincoln and the abolitionists to the members of Oregon Rural Action – worked to improve their communities for the benefit of themselves, and for one another. They answered the challenge that is continually posed to every one of us in every age: Will you seek justice?

Oregon Rural Action

Board of Directors: Steve Bartell, Blue Mountain Chapter Rep.; Mabel Dobbs, Treasurer; Paula Fontenot; Ramon Lara, Baker County Rep.; Juanita Lassiter, Snake River Chapter Rep.; Doug Lewis; Rebekah Nash; Gus Wahner, Columbia Basin Chapter Rep.; Bill Whitaker; Alma Wolf, Chair.

Local Chapters: Baker County, Blue Mountain (Union County), Columbia Basin (Umatilla County & 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, Community Organizer; Katie Weaver, Community Organizer; Beth Wasley, La Grande Farmers Market. 

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.




























