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Abstract 

After reviewing literature on the local food movement and the greatest obstacles concerning the 

sustainability of this movement, our research team concluded that the greatest challenges to the 

Willamette Valley are those facing the consumers, the farmers, and the farmworkers. In this 

article, we discuss these obstacles at length and identify the relationships between these three 

groups in the Willamette Valley. Finally, we offer suggestions for future research on how to best 

overcome these obstacles and ensure the sustainability of the local food movement in the 

Willamette Valley.
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Equity Barriers to the Local Food Movement in the Willamette Valley 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

 

 The need to understand and know how food is prepared and where it comes from has 

resulted in a nation-wide movement towards the development of local food markets, often 

referred to as the local food movement. The local food movement brings the promise of further 

cooperation between farmer and consumer and offers possibilities to strengthen local economies. 

It is assumed that consuming local and organic food over the heavily processed foods of 

industrial agriculture are healthier and more sustainable, and that buying local gives more power 

and control back to the individual consumer. The idea that most Americans have no idea where 

their food comes from, or who the farmer that produced their meal is, is the primary issue that 

the local food movement is trying to combat.  The movement represents a conscious decision by 

consumers and producers alike to foster a closely-knit relationship between farm and fork. Local 

food enthusiasts want their food to be fresh, non-taxing to the environment, and empowering for 

their communities (Martinez, et al, 2010).  The local food movement finds its strength in places 

like farmers’ markets, health food stores, and through CSA’s (Roling, et al, 1998), but many 

times, this is not enough. The movement has weak points that prevent the sustainability and 

lasting capabilities of the system as a whole and faces many challenges across the board within 

the realms of equity, economics, and the environment. In order for this movement to be 

sustainable in the Willamette Valley, it is important to understand what challenges it faces in this 

region. The focus of this paper is not on finding solutions to these problems, but instead on 

identifying them and suggesting further research that could be conducted to find such solutions. 

Focusing on equity within the movement, we have come to find that there are three main 

challenges to the success of the local food movement in the Willamette Valley, specifically 

dealing with the consumer, farmer, and farmworker.  

 

 

 

DEFINITION OF LOCAL: 
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 The local food movement is a very complicated paradigm with a many suitable 

definitions depending on the conditions of the region that a particular system is supposed to 

serve. The word ‘local’, under the umbrella of food, has been given numerous definitions. In 

geographical and sociological literature, the term has conflicting meanings. Geographically local 

can be determined by a distance measurement that is agreed upon; however sociologically local 

can be determined by the location of a community of people. The term “local” also can apply to 

a large production farm depending on the region, making the two types of farms intertwined. In 

his article, “The Place of Food: Mapping Out the ‘Local’ in Local Food Systems” Robert Feagan 

defines local as a ‘place’ or instead wherever that place may be is considered to be local (Feagan; 

2007). Other food movements, like the organic food movement, do have generally accepted and 

regulated definitions of what constitutes that type of food, but the local food movement does not 

(Martinez et al, 3, 2010). For example, the organic food store Life Source in Salem, Oregon 

defines local as any food coming from the state of Oregon. In contrast, the catering and food 

service company Bon Appetit defines local as anything coming from within 150 miles of the 

region they are serving. While these differences in definitions are usually created for what is 

appropriate for the area, market, or consumer, they can create some confusion when trying to 

standardize a definition of local food. The lack of solid definition for what constitutes “local” 

food often confuses consumers and creates problems for the movement. In general, however, 

local food is considered to be food that is produced within close proximity of the place it is 

consumed (Martinez et al, 3, 2010). For the purposes of this analysis we will use this definition 

when referring to local food and the local food movement.  

 

INTRODUCTION TO STUDY AREA: 

 

 For the purposes of this analysis, we will use the Willamette Valley as a local case study 

to determine the greatest problems faced to the local food movement. The Willamette Valley is 

commonly considered to be the area bounded by the Oregon Coast in the west and the Cascade 

Mountain Range in the east. The Calapooya Mountains act as the southern boundary. The 

Willamette Valley is a large fertile valley in the state of Oregon, making it extremely 

agriculturally rich. This agricultural richness and fertility comes from flooding from Lake 

Missoula 15,500-12,700 years ago (Wilson, 2006). This flooding deposited rich volcanic and 
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glacial soil, or loess, developing into the highly rich soil of the Valley today (Wilson, 2006). The 

valley has approximately 1.3 million acres of agricultural land and contains six of Oregon’s top 

ten counties in terms of agricultural production (“Willamette Valley Facts”, 2001). The top crops 

produced in this region are grass seed, wheat, potatoes, Christmas trees, onions, and pears, and 

the region actually leads the nation in production of blackberries, hazelnuts, and Christmas trees 

(“Oregon Agriculture”, 2010). 

 The Willamette Valley contains much of Oregon’s total population, as it includes several 

of its largest urban centers. The area includes the cities of Cottage Grove, Eugene, Corvallis, 

Albany, Dallas, Salem, McMinnville, Oregon City, Hillsboro, Portland, and St.Helens (Loy, et 

al; 2001). The estimated population in 2012 is 2.7 million (“Willamette Valley Facts”, 2001). 

The population of this region is concentrated in the metropolitan areas of Portland, Salem, and 

Eugene (“Demographics”, 2007). The Valley is also home to several diverse groups. Hispanics 

make up the largest minority group in the region (“Southern Willamette Valley”, 2011), and also 

make up a large percentage of the workforce. 

 Despite its fertile agricultural conditions, the Willamette Valley does have some 

significant economic issues. The unemployment rate in the region is fairly high, reaching as high 

as 17% in Southern Willamette Valley (“Southern Willamette Valley”, 2011), obviously 

constraining household budgets. In Portland, which is home to 2,191,785 people in the city and 

greater metropolitan area, the unemployment rate is higher than the national average, and is 

higher than Oregon’s neighboring states of California, Washing, and Idaho (Flood, 2010). The 

percent of population with a bachelors degree is fairly low at only 26% (“Southern Willamette 

Valley”, 2011). With these economic conditions, the Willamette Valley serves as a fantastic case 

study for problems faced by the local food movement. 

 

 

EQUITY ISSUES CONCERNING THE CONSUMER: 

 

One of the primary obstacles facing the local food movement in the Willamette Valley 

concerns the consumer. Educational, social and cultural barriers keep all members of a 

community from having equal access to local food. There also exists a cultural divide between 

consumers and their relationship to food. This divide began at the end of WWII with the large 
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increase in processed convenience food. At the end of WWII on average there were 1,000 items 

offered in a supermarket. By 1989, there was on average 12,000 items offered in supermarkets. 

Due to the large offering of food, the importance and connection to food has been lost to the 

general public. A shift towards more processed, mass-produced food has caused the general 

understanding of how food is made to be lost as well as the importance of local food. The 

majority of Americans are concerned about food quality, but only pay attention to food quality 

during food scares like an outbreak of salmonella or mad cow disease. Consumer interest is 

difficult to address as the public express concerns about food quality, but only take initiative to 

learn about food when there is an infrequent public health scare (Gussow, 1991). One needs to 

have an understanding of the human impact of food in order to address the challenge of 

consumer interest to local food. 

 For many cultures, both of past and present, food is one of the most important parts of 

life. Food serves as a medium for uniting individuals both on a personal level and on a societal 

level, providing a connection to nature, and defining an individual. In modern society, the 

general public lacks the same connection to food, yet there is still an underlined cultural 

importance of food and elements of food’s importance are seen. Food has taken on two different 

positions for society: one for its basic caloric value and sustenance, the other in a romanticized 

manner and beyond the basic requirement fulfilment (Manning, 2004). A challenge to the local 

food movement is how consumers value and perceive food, whether as a caloric requirement and 

indulgence or as an important part of what defines the individual as a person. It is crucial to 

address the challenge of having consumer enthusiasm in order to support the local food 

movement. Food needs to be re-recognised for its social impact and importance. Both cases of 

the revitalisation of the local food movement in Britain and the US have shown that, due to the 

cause and effect in relationships between consumers and farmers, consumers have the largest 

impact on the success of local food on the market (Halweil, et al, 2002).  

 The wide array of different levels of support for the local food movement amongst 

consumers has created challenges for both the consumers and the producers. That level of 

support amongst consumers is due to the fact that consumers are uneducated on of the 

importance of purchasing local. Few Americans have knowledge of the anonymous and distant 

systems that provide them with their food every day and the impacts that these systems have on 

the local communities (Schnell, 2007).  Thus, one particular challenge to the local food 
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movement pertains to educating the public. Currently there is not a national program that 

promotes knowledge informing the general public about healthy food. Only those with the 

resources to do so are able to obtain knowledge on healthier diets. This then enables the people 

that earn a higher income to have access to the best food and the poor to be left with food created 

for mass production and easy distribution (Macias, 2008).  
In order to change people’s perspective on local food then values must be shifted. People 

must understand the long-range objectives of local food initiatives so that they can then 

understand the importance of local food (Connelly et al, 2011). The general public must become 

aware of places like Wal-Mart and the effects that it has on their local community. A study 

conducted on the economic impact Wal-Mart had on existing businesses in Mississippi found 

that many local businesses are shut down due to the unbeatable prices that Wal-Mart has on food 

(Artz et al, 2006). People must understand that food is not a commodity but instead a necessity 

made possible by human relationships (Starr, 2010). This means that people should not take food 

for granted and they should realize the value and the work that goes into growing and creating it. 

Results show that the youngest consumers were the least supportive of local agricultural 

products. Their attitudes and habits were completely different than that of other age groups. 

Middle aged groups were by far the most supportive of local agriculture (Stephenson et al. 

2004). Gaining support of the younger population will be the most significant challenge when 

educating the public (Stephenson et al. 2004).  

 

The local food movement in its current state is not equally accessible to all. Alongside the 

loss of connection between consumers and food comes the direct exclusion of members of lower 

socioeconomic classes. Members of many socioeconomic classes and cultures are unable to 

obtain the benefits of this system, and thus must rely on other, less healthy alternatives (Guy, 

2004). One of the primary goals of the local food system is to create a more embedded market 

system within a community, bringing individuals closer with those who produce their food. The 

idea is that all individuals in the community will be able to choose the healthier options provided 

for them by local farmers, instead of the foods produced by industrial agricultural practices 

which are of questionable nutritional quality (Guy, 2004). However, the local food movement 

often negates this purpose and at times becomes a victim of “fetishization”, becoming only 
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accessible to individuals with the most resources and the social status to purchase it (Conelly, 

314, 2011). Instead of being available to individuals of all strata of socioeconomics, local food is 

often marketed at high prices making it unaffordable to many. While food cooperatives and 

Community Supported Agriculture (or CSAs) help to create unity between farmer and consumer, 

these structures are mostly supported by the highly educated, upper-middle class (Macias, 2008). 

Working class individuals often simply cannot afford these products, making it an inaccessible 

system to a large majority of the population. For example, a CSA in Burlington, Vermont is 

supported by 500 households who each pay $400 at the beginning of the growing season 

(Macias, 2008). While the product these people receive in return is usually well worth the cost, 

most low-income households are not able to afford this at all. Furthermore, investment in a CSA 

can be risky as high and regular crop yields are not a guarantee, so households with limited funds 

are even less likely to use them as a resource for nutrition (Macias, 2008). Locally produced food 

is seen by the consumer as a “specialty item” and not as a healthy, nutritious alternative to 

industrial agriculture practices (Guthman, pg.52, 2003). Social integration, especially between 

groups of different socioeconomic status, becomes a serious hurdle for the sustainability of the 

local food movement (Mathias, pg.1089, 2008). If the system is to continue to thrive, it will need 

to overcome this problem. 

 

The inability to reach individuals of all socioeconomic levels creates another interesting 

form of social stratification based on geographic location. Urban versus rural culture is also 

another exclusionary barrier in the local food system. A 2009 study conducted by the USDA 

found that farmers markets and CSAs tend to be more closely located to large urban centers 

(Martinez, pg.3, 2010). Rural or more sparsely populated regions have very few options in their 

access to local food, despite the possible higher presence of farming communities. Inner-city, 

urban communities may also have trouble accessing local food products. These communities 

often consist of lower income families, which deters business owners and local farmers, of which 

there are likely few to begin with, from setting up markets (Guy, pg.223, 2004). When areas do 

not have access to or cannot purchase the healthier food often provided by local production, the 

entire population of that community suffers. Inaccessibility to local and healthy food in 

socioeconomically poor areas often results in health problems such as obesity, diabetes, and 
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cardiovascular disease (Schaft et al, 2009). Geography can create a serious barrier to the equal 

accessibility for all people to local foods. 

 The unequal accessibility of local food markets, unfortunately, does not stop with 

differences in socioeconomic status and geographic location. In addition to only serving wealthy 

individuals or those lucky to live in geographic areas that are served by a large percentage of 

local food markets, the local food movement is also often seen as a movement for white people 

only. Even in the satirical novel Stuff White People Like: A Definitive Guide to the Unique Taste 

of Millions, organic food, farmers markets and other local food markets are listed as objects of 

exclusively white culture, alongside other such favorites like “organic food”, “coffee” and 

“making others feel bad for not going outside” (Lander, 2008). While these kinds of quips are 

meant to be taken as a joke, they represent a real belief in society. Local food is believed to be 

for white people who can afford it, not for minority groups. Obviously, this attitude makes local 

food seem very inaccessible in the minds of large portions of the population. Research suggests 

that the local food movement, along with other alternative agrifood movements, are shaped and 

maintained by traditionally “white” cultural practices. “People of color, and African Americans 

especially, do not participate in these markets proportionate to the population”, a study found 

(Guthman, pg.388, 2000). Participation in farmers markets, Community Supported Agriculture 

and other methods of local food marketing is historically highest in white, upper-middle class 

groups. The exclusive nature of this whiteness creates many problems and “can inhibit the 

participation of people of color in alternative food systems, and can constrain the ability of those 

food systems to meaningfully address inequality” (Alkon et al, pg.938, 2010). This same study 

found that representation of black or latino/a individuals at farmers markets in Davis and North 

Berkley, California was very low. These groups are often underrepresented in farmers markets 

across the country, questioning the system’s ability to promote social integration (Alkon et al, 

pg.944, 2010). Another study found that the presence and prominence of white farmers 

themselves further discouraged involvement of minority groups in local agriculture initiatives. 

The image of the white farmer, working diligently and determinedly to provide the quality 

product they are marketing ignores “the enslavement of African-Americans, the masses of 

underpaid Asian immigrants who worked California’s first factory farms, and the mostly 

Mexican farm laborers who harvest the majority of food grown in the USA today” (Alkon et al, 

pg.945, 2010). Ignoring these historical inequalities deters possible minority participation and 
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further stratifies differences between different minority groups. The local food movement has 

also been criticized as a xenophobic response to the integration of different cultures into daily 

life in the United States (Feagan, pg.36, 2007). One study suggested that the return to reliance on 

local food production is a direct attempt to try to reinvigorate white culture and create 

homogeneity in the face of a changing cultural landscape (Feagan, pg.37, 2007).This 

perpetuation of whiteness makes it difficult for the local food movement to reach members of all 

social and racial classes. In order to become a legitimate and sustainable system, the local food 

movement will have to be able to bridge the gap between members of all socioeconomic and 

educational backgrounds in the Willamette Valley. 

 

EQUITY ISSUES CONCERNING THE FARMER: 

 

Small farmers face some of the largest challenges in the local food system, primarily 

because they are quite tiny in the face of huge competition.  Although this is not necessarily the 

most important challenge, it should not be dismissed that this is a vital hurdle for the movement 

to jump over.  In essence, the most intimidating challenge that the local food movement faces is 

in creating all of the challenges equal, and the understanding that the movement will never see 

success unless all challenges are met with equal vigor. 

In most systems, it is the farmer that takes the most risk, and ends up with the least profit.  

This is a challenge the local food movement is trying desperately to overcome, but it is proving 

difficult.  There is a stigma around farming that supposes it to be a poor, menial profession and 

not worth the respect or the money of consumers (Gezelius, 2004). Currently, there is a scarcity 

of farmers because for the past two centuries, there has been exodus from farm living to urban 

and city life. A meager 2% of the U.S. population are farmers, and many of them are going to 

retire soon (Steele, 1997).  Because of this, the local food movement needs to find a way to 

entice a new generation of young farmers into the industry.  

There are many reasons Americans see farming as an undesirable career possibility. First, 

farming is an enormous commitment that comes with an unbelievable amount of hard work. The 

initial costs and infrastructural challenges that face farmers are some of the most daunting 

(Gezelius, 2004).  The success of the local food movement will depend on having an influx of 

new farmers who want to sell to local markets.  Therefore, one of the movement’s primary 
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challenges will be figuring out a way to make farmland much more accessible. For small, 

organic farmers who are just starting out, finding and purchasing good land is an enormous 

challenge.  There are multiple ways of going through this, few of them are simple.  There are 

multiple high initial costs, and limited possibilities of the farmer profiting in the first year 

(Steele, 1997).  It is a risky investment for a bank to give a loan, and equally difficult for the 

farmer to find the money to pay for the land. When loans are out of the question, a farmer also 

has the possibility of leasing land, but at a high risk. When leasing land, the owner of the land 

can at anytime take the land away, sell it to another owner, or lease it to a higher bidder 

(Pitchfork and Crow, personal communication, 2011). This situation is very precarious for the 

farmer.  Since there is little possibility of the farmer making profit during the first few years, the 

concept of working and eventually buying the land rather than leasing it is grim. Costs extend 

beyond just land purchasing. One must also consider machinery costs, such as a tractor and a 

tiller. These are both expensive investments, but without them, a farm is extremely limited in 

how much food can be produced (Martinez, 2010).  To be competitive, many farmers feel the 

need to extend their growing seasons by investing in greenhouses, which are pricey as well 

(Ilbery, et al, 2010). All of these, and more, are all significant obstacles for farmers who want to 

grow, process and sell food locally.   

The local food movement needs to entice people out of the cities and onto farms that will 

sell locally. This will only happen if the movement can find a way to make farming a less risky 

career.  Currently, farmers bear all of the risk in growing food (Rashford, et al, 2008).  They 

make all of the initial investment: buying seeds, tools, labor, and then only make money if 

everything succeeds.  Conversely, the consumer takes on almost no risk: if one farmer’s bean 

crop fails, the consumer can buy beans from another farmer (Cone, 2000).  There have been 

some ways small farms can share the costs and benefits of farming with consumers.  The primary 

way is through CSA’s, or Community Supported Agriculture.  Cynthia Cone writes, “Risks are 

shared: if there is a poor harvest, everyone gets less, not just the farmers” (Cone, pg. 187, 2000).  

CSA’s provide initial capital for the farmer to buy everything they need at the beginning of the 

season in order to ensure a successful harvest at the end of the season. The community supported 

agriculture model also provides the farmer with a guaranteed customer base to which to sell their 

produce (Andreatta, 2008).  However, there are some challenges that come along with this 

marketing strategy.  It is an entirely different concept for the consumer than going to the grocery 
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store and knowing what will be there, and one of the greatest challenges facing farmers is 

convincing consumers that their produce is worth it.  If the farmers can’t do that, then they will 

be without a customer base (Andreatta, 2008).  Marketing is a prominent challenge for many 

farmers.  Many farmers have enormous amounts of skill in growing food, but stumble when it 

comes to finding the people to sell that food to (Grey, 2000).  This is where the movement as a 

whole needs to step in, and find a way to educate the public about where they should buy their 

food (Starr, 2010).   

Finding a customer base is a major challenge for many farmers.  There are certain 

pockets of the country where the local food movement has thrived. In these places the farmers 

have a large customer base, but also high competition (Macias, 2001).  Conversely, there are 

many areas that have no concept of farmers’ markets or CSA’s making it nearly impossible for 

small farmers to connect to potential customers.  The idea of going to grocery stores or 

restaurants for food is ingrained in most American’s mind without any thought of buying directly 

from a farm (Feagan, 2007).  Grey poses the question, “Why should food buyers spend their time 

and energy chasing food sources when distributors will do it for them?” (Grey, pg. 172, 2000).  

This is a relevant question, and the answer seems to come down to moral imperatives.  

Optimally, people would learn how to preserve food produced in the summer so that they could 

continue to eat it through the winter and spring.  But, once again, this is something that takes a 

fair amount of education as well as time (Halweil, 2002). Investing time into food is certainly a 

challenge for many people, but it is a necessary component of the local food movement.  

American diets have been composed around impatience, and that is something that the local food 

movement—in conjunction with the slow food movement—needs to change socially (Starr, 

2010).  How will the movement convince new farmers to begin their farms in places where there 

might not be an established farmers’ market?  And then, once the farmers are there, where will 

the education for the locals come from to help them understand why buying local is important?  

It can sometimes be easy to look at places like Portland, OR, and think that the local food 

movement is hugely successful and popular, but in reality, there are huge stretches of not only 

the Willamette Valley, but the entire U.S. where it is hard to find a glimpse of a local food 

market (Mcilvaine-Newsad, 2008).  This is where the real challenges for the movement set in: to 

expand the movement to the entire Willamette Valley, then U.S., and then to the entire world 
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(Halweil, 2002).  Food can be a sensitive subject for many people, and the local food movement 

needs to find a way to spread without forcing ideas upon people.   

One other challenge for farmers that is well reported in local food movement literature is  

the fierce competition with much larger companies.  Because the U.S. food system is set up 

around large food suppliers, the government regulations have primarily focused on making laws 

to govern those large companies. These laws don’t always apply to a small-scale business model 

and can become a hindrance to a small farm (Salatin, 2007).  The local food movement faces a 

challenge in finding a way to change government policies to fit the business models of small 

farms that are selling locally.  Also, when considering the huge differences in scale, small farms 

come up short time and time again when trying to make any sort of dent in the enormous 

industrial food industry. Large companies can use the advantage of having larger economies of 

scale to make it extremely cheap to produce that extra item, whether it is another hundred cows 

or another couple acres of corn (Starr, 2010). Small farms do not have this luxury, and it can be 

difficult for them to lower prices in order to appeal to a wider range of customers. Buying local 

is not perceived as affordable for many people in lower-socio economic classes. The farmer has 

to find people who are educated about the organic and local food movements and who want to 

spend a significant amount of money supporting those farms (Andreatta, 2008). There have been 

some studies on comparing the value of a CSA box to the same amount of produce in a grocery 

store. In Cone’s article, she found that “the value of CSA shares exceeded that of both organic 

and conventional produce” (Cone, 2000: pg. 190).  This means that the amount spent on a CSA 

box gave more produce than what could have been bought had that same amount of money been 

used in a grocery store.  This understanding comes down to education, and what local 

communities know about the food system (Pollan, 2007).   

Not only is price an obstacle, convenience also poses a significant challenge to 

consumers who are used to being able to walk into a grocery store and find exactly what they 

need. Small farms are in no way this accessible. The consumer’s mind needs to shift towards the 

idea of buying seasonally and only about once a week at the farmers’ market or for their CSA 

(Martinez, et al, 2010). The primary way of selling produce for small farmers is through the 

farmers’ market system.  Most farmers’ markets operate on a weekly basis, throughout the 

harvest season.  The number of farmers’ markets has grown proportionately to the increased 

support of the local food system. Andreatta’s paper reports, “75 percent or more of [small 
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farmers’] income is derived from direct sales at farmers’ markets” (Andreatta, 45, 2008). This is 

important in considering the viability of the local food movement.  If farmers’ markets continue 

to grow, farmers can feel comfortable about having a stable customer base to sell their food to.  

Without booming farmers’ markets, possible farmers would have little to no incentive to start a 

small farm.  The challenges for customers concerning farmers’ markets include accessibility, 

affordability, and availability.  For many people in the U.S., farmers’ markets are few and far 

away (Zepeda, 2006).  From the literature, it seems like there is either a booming local food 

economy, or there isn’t a local food economy.  Farmers will want to sell at an active farmers’ 

market, rather than start one in a new location where there might not be any customers. This 

makes it hard on any potential customers who live far away from a farmers’ market (Timmons, 

2008).  Prices are high at farmers’ markets compared to the conventionally grown produce in 

grocery stores. This is a barrier for people in lower socio-economic classes, who feel like they 

cannot afford local produce (Zepeda, 2006).  This can be seen as a challenge in both directions: 

should the farmer try to find ways to make their produce more affordably, or should the 

consumers’ mindsets change towards accepting the notion of spending more on food?  Most of 

the literature seems to support the latter.  In most instances, the quality of the food produced on a 

small farm is much higher than the food produced in an industrial system.  Therefore, people 

should be willing to spend more money for higher quality.   

Lastly, it seems that small farmers have a tendency to feel compelled to create their own 

niche markets in order to make a profit (Ilbery, 2010). This is an obstacle for the local food 

movement because locally grown food needs to get into the mainstream food economy in order 

for the movement to be successful.  Growing food that can be sold to specialty food stores or 

restaurants is a large area of profit for small farms because these rare products are sold for higher 

prices. But if the local food movement really wants local food to be consumed by everyone, 

solutions need to be found to get small farms out of niche markets and into more mainstream 

products (Ilbery, 2010).  This will prove to be a challenge because farms that are making a living 

off of these niche markets will most likely never move into a market that is dominated by large 

food companies. The local food movement is trying to address this issue by encouraging farmers 

and consumers to support one another, but significant changes still need to be made. 

 
EQUITY ISSUES CONCERNING THE FARM WORKER: 
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The last major challenge to the local food movement in the Willamette Valley is in 

creating better working conditions for migrant and seasonal farm workers as well as better wages 

and benefits. Out of the three main challenges to the local food movement, worker conditions 

provide the most difficulty, as labourers are often an invisible part of the food equation. 
Labourers are often overlooked as the consumer only thinks as far as the farmer when thinking 

about how food is produced. Media and consumer images further push this lack of recognition. 

Consumer images like the Sun Maid Raisin Maiden depict a Latina girl holding a basket of 

grapes. The image has the girl holding out the basket like a gift that she is happy to give rather 

than depicting workers labouring in the fields for the grapes (Wald, 2011). Books and media like 

The Omnivores Dilemma, and King Corn, that call for an improved food system and highlight 

the flaws of our country’s food system often neglect the mention the large social cost of system 

dependent on migrant workers (Wald, 2011). The majority of the publications on migrant 

workers only feature workers on border agrarian states like California, Arizona, and Florida. This 

creates a misunderstanding about migrant workers and makes recognition outside of boarder 

states even more difficult. In the Willamette Valley migrant workers have an immense 

unrecognised presence in the food system. In a study done of the Marion County, over 47,000 

migrant workers were documented in 1996. Migrant workers in Marion County picked and cared 

for more than 40% total crop value (Franco, 1999). This means that 20% of Oregon’s agrarian 

economy can be attributed to migrant workers in the Willamette Valley (Franco, 1999). 
Many labourers that work the agricultural fields are either immigrants or migrant 

workers. This group of workers is considered one of the most impoverished and underserved 

populations in the United States (Hansen et al. 2003). One main reason that migrant workers are 

not accepted and noticed is that the community that migrants live in do not recognise the workers 

as they are not permanent residents. Migrant workers tend to have little to no power in 

communities and cannot help decide the laws that directly affect them. Due to the frequent nature 

of their movement, there is a lack of connection between a community and the migrant workers 

living in there. This lack of connection and sense of belonging causes permanent residents to 

have little incentives or reason to help meet the migrants’ needs (Martin, Martin 1994).  
 Guestworkers do not have any power or protection due to their lack of US citizenship. 

Guestworkers are unable to change jobs if mistreated or abused, as these guestworkers are tied 
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down to the employer who imported him or her. Workers who are bound to a single employer 

and have no access to legal help are routinely underpaid, denied compensation and medical care 

for on-the-job injuries, forced to live in impoverished living conditions, and are, at times, 

sexually abused. Many criticize the guestworker programs set up the US government as being 

equal to indentured servitude, with slim-to-none possibilities of becoming US citizens (Bauer, 

2011).  
Migrant field workers undertake large negative externalities ranging from daily exposure 

to chemicals that are considered to have harmful effects on humans (Guerrero, 2000) to arduous 

task that deteriorate the body (Getz et al, 2008). The living conditions of migrant farm workers 

are also unsanitary which retards their immune system, leaving them at high health risk. Since 

units were rarely equipped with laundry facilities pesticide contamination clothing may be 

washed in the same sink in which food was being prepared or housing may located next to 

pesticide contaminating fields creating constant exposure (Hansen el al, 2003). While there are 

laws that regulate the safe use of pesticides, like the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and 

Rodenticide act and the Federal Food, Drug and Cosmetic Act (Guerrero, 2000) ,that protect 

workers, these laws are not regularly enforced allowing there to be regular offenders of the law 

causing farm workers to be constantly exposed to pesticides despite the laws.  
Though the pressures inflicted by the nature of farmworkers’ employment can cause 

serious psychological and social wounds, perhaps one of the most concerning parts of 

farmworker conditions is the long-term health effects of the occupation and the chemicals 

associated with agriculture. Long-term health effects often go unreported, making it difficult to 

address the problem. Frequent moves and displacement provide an additional level of difficulty 

with tracking individuals and identifying the source of chemical exposure. The US General 

Accounting Office (GAO) claims that children are the most vulnerable as their bodies are still 

developing. Due to their smaller proportional size, they are exposed to the highest levels of 

pesticides. Pesticides and agriculture pesticides are carcinogenic and can cause mental 

disabilities and brain damage. The subsequent learning disabilities in some migrant children are 

not as noticed as the disabilities in the children of regular workers, as migrant worker children 

often do not receive stable educations where their potential is measured. Developed learning 

disabilities and heath issues have the greatest social toll on children as the children have to cope 

with the problem for their whole lives and due to their lack of education are limited to high 
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hazardous manual labor jobs (Guerrero, 2000). Poor working conditions lead to numerous health 

issues that are not noticed until years after the job and often go unrecorded. Migrant farmworkers  

suffer a multitude of health problems, including severe skin rashes and tuberculosis, and have an 

average life expectancy of 49 years old, compared to the 73 years for the general population 

(Decker, 143, 1990).  Poor working conditions and lack of regulations cause long-term social 

cost that are forced upon farm workers. The dangerous and unhealthy nature of farm labor is a 

serious obstacle that must be overcome. 
Another large consequence associated with migrant workers is the lack of education that 

their children receive and lack of access to government serves. Migrant workers move 

frequently, making it difficult to receive government services and children have difficulties 

receiving complete education. The true implications of this are seen not in the short term, but 

rather in the long run—this drives a wedge between the treatment and social class of migrant 

workers and other labor workers. Isolation from education and other government services makes 

it difficult for migrant workers and their children to advance up the social ladder and find careers 

beyond manual labor (Martin et al, 1994). Workers who are disconnected from government 

services have difficulty reporting unfair treatment and poor working conditions. This makes the 

workers more susceptible to being placed in dangerous working conditions, as employers know 

that the workers do not have the same legal footing as a US citizen. 

Poor working conditions are commonly associated with conventional farms and industrial 

agriculture, however, poor working conditions are common in organic farms as well. Work on 

organic farms can arguably be considered to be worse than on conventional farms because the 

use of chemicals is often replaced with human labor (Getz et al, 2008). Instead of spraying a 

field with herbicides, workers are hired to bend over for extended periods of time to hand weed 

the fields. There is currently only one initiative certifying social measures in California and that 

is Food Alliance. Its standards however do not address wages or labor rights (Getz et al, 2008). 
If the local food movement in the Willamette Valley is to be successful, it will have to create 

legislation that will improve the conditions of farmers. 

Often, long-term social costs of migrant workers go unnoticed by the public and even by 

the workers themselves until the cost comes into effect. One cost is that of social security. Illegal 

labourers work under the name of a different individual and pay social security tax accordingly. 

This allows the illegal labourer to work, but when they are in need of the aid programs they have 
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been paying into the individual is not recognised by the government. Additionally, workers are 

cheated out of benefits when foreman pay workers under the table. By paying the workers under 

the table, the foreman is able to keep the money that would have been spent on taxes. The 

workers tend not to notice or question the foreman’s actions until they retire and discover they 

have no social security benefits (Rothenberg, 1998). 

If the local food movement is to further progress and sustain itself, it must set itself apart 

from this problem that traditionally plagues industrial agricultural production. If the local food 

movement cannot even sustain the health of the workers who dedicate their lives to keep it alive, 

then it cannot sustain itself for a community like that of the Willamette Valley. The local food 

system must create a sense of equality within the community it represents, and it must start with 

how it treats its workforce. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

 The local food movement faces a multitude of problems in the Willamette Valley in 

terms of equity, especially relating to consumers, farmers, and farmworkers. In order for the 

local food movement to be sustained in the Willamette Valley, it must be able to reach 

consumers of all backgrounds, and bridge gaps between people of different socioeconomic and 

cultural demographics, providing options for all groups. The local food movement in this area 

will also need to provide sustainable outlets to farmers and give them incentive and support for 

producing and marketing locally. It must be able to help small farmers compete successfully and 

fairly amongst large scale industrial agricultural companies. The Willamette Valley will also 

need to make serious changes and improvements to farm worker conditions, as well as provide 

better social benefits and healthcare to migrant workers. Addressing these concerns would surely 

help the long-term sustainability of a local food system in the Willamette Valley. 

 Future research should be done in various fields in order to begin to address these 

problems. Future research should be conducted on the best ways to maximize farmworker wages, 

while still allowing for farmers to make a profit. Furthermore, these changes should be made 

while still making locally produced food affordable to consumers. Educational programs should 

be enacted in the Valley to teach consumers about the benefits of local food and also to make 

them aware of many of the issues that farmers and farm workers go through to produce this food. 
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Governmental programs that would increase incentive to produce and market locally would also 

help to reduce the pressure put on farmers. Another possible solution is to provide government-

given low interest loans to consumers who are interested in investing in Community Supported 

Agriculture, but do not have the budget to do so. This would help to even out the benefits and 

risks of local farming between the farmers and the consumer. Research into markets and 

demographics could be used to analyze the best ways to encourage consumers to buy into local 

food markets. Greater government regulations on large scale industrial agricultural practices 

could also help give incentives to small, local farmers, as they would have less competition from 

these larger companies. In the end, however, research needs to be conducted on finding a way to 

make the local food system equally beneficial to all factors in the system, the consumer, farmer, 

and farmworker. 

 Ultimately, these barriers and problems are representative of larger global issues. The 

local food system in its current state is not equitable. However, these issues cannot be addressed 

on a global scale unless they are first analyzed and improved upon on the local level initially. If 

the system is not made equitable on the local scale, it cannot be made equitable on the global 

scale. Only after addressing these problems could the local food movement truly have a global 

impact. Without making these changes, the benefits of the local food movement will not be 

entirely realized, and the system will not be sustained over the long term. 
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