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ST YLE & L ANGUAGE NOTE 

The 2024 Tracking Oregon’s Project report follows recommendations from the Associated Press Stylebook for 
style and most terminology. However, this report includes research that relies on other style guides and writing 
approaches. In those instances, we defer to the terms used by the original authors of that research so that the 
descriptions here remain consistent and accurate. 
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There’s nothing like a crisis (or two) to 

bring people together. We have seen this 

time and time again in Oregon, most 

recently during the COVID-19 pandemic 

and our devastating wildfires. Facing 

an emergency together reveals how our 

health and well-being are interconnected 

with each other’s. 

TOP REPORT 2024

Introduction

In 2024, as we work toward rebuilding out of the 
lingering impacts of these crises, we find ourselves at 
a crossroads — a moment to examine what brought us 
to today so we can better understand our pathways to 
the future. 

Since 2014, OCF has regularly published reports in 
our Tracking Oregon’s Progress (TOP) research series, 
exploring social and economic trends across our state 
and drawing heavily on existing research and data. 
Our 2024 TOP report gives our community partners 
a baseline context to explore their own paths forward 
on their own terms. Our goal is to ground these 
discussions in solid research. The core question that 
frames this research is profound and multifaceted: 
What makes Oregon communities healthy and thriving?  

Forest Park Conservancy
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What makes Oregon communities healthy and 
thriving? 

We do not claim to have the answers. In fact, as 
we have heard from our partners, there is no one 
answer — no magic formula — for defining the 
factors that create community well-being. And yet, 
we see patterns running through our communities 
that point to areas of consensus as well as shared 
challenges and goals. 

One conclusion is clear: We do not live single-issue 
lives. 

Insights into our progress appear in the complex 
intersections of health, education, economy, the 
natural and built environment, housing, social 
connection and belonging. Our research elevates 
these intersections so that we can better under-
stand the strains we face and our opportunities to 
move forward. 

Our report suggests that many systems and 
structures that shape the critical conditions for 
well-being are struggling and not working for 
Oregonians consistently. Of all the challenges, the 
broadest themes point to significant strains in our 
economic and social lives. 

STRAIN IN OUR ECONOMIC LIVES 

The costs of Oregonians’ daily lives are outpacing 
their income and other resources. This is true 
across multiple parts of our lives. For example: 

	Q Today, 25% of Oregon renters use over half 
their income for housing, with particularly high 
rates in Corvallis (37%), some Portland suburbs 
(33–35%) and Southern Oregon cities like Grants 
Pass, Ashland and Klamath Falls (each at 32%).1 

	Q The cost of child care in Oregon now 
rivals housing and college expenses, taking 
up 23% of annual household income on average. 

	Q Even with insurance, out-of-pocket health 
care costs are rising disproportionately to 
income. Since 2010, average family premiums 
for employer-sponsored health insurance have 
increased 55% — at least twice as fast as wages 
(27%) and inflation (19%). In Oregon, per-person 
health care costs grew by 49% between 2013 and 
2019 (an average of almost 7% annually).

	Q Nationally, the costs of pursuing a college 
education have been far outstripping household 
income, and Oregon is no exception. On 
average, the cost for which Oregon students are 
responsible has more than doubled since 1980. 

One conclusion is clear: We do 

not live single-issue lives.

OMSI Black Family Science Night
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Additional research reinforces this sense of rising 
costs in Oregon. In a 2023 statewide survey, over 
half (54%) of Oregonians reported feeling left 
behind economically.2 

STRAIN IN OUR SOCIAL LIVES 

Oregonians also face social divides that have been 
developing over decades, impeding our connec-
tions to each other and our collective well-being. 
In a 2023 statewide survey, nearly half (48%) of 
Oregonians reported feeling left out of or discon-
nected from their community.3 

This feeling of disconnection has wide implica-
tions. We can see ways our connectedness — or 
lack thereof — ripples through this report with 
impacts for our well-being: 

	Q At their extreme, the health effects of 
isolation and loneliness are comparable 
to smoking 15 cigarettes a day​.

	Q During heat waves, isolated people often face 
more extreme consequences than connected 
ones. 

	Q Cross-class connections have a major impact 
on economic mobility — more than other factors 
like racial segregation, economic inequality 
or education​. Meanwhile, income inequality in 
Oregon is at an all-time high by several measures. 

Importantly, the strain we see in our economic and 
social lives is connected to each of the issue areas 
explored in this report: Education, Housing, Health, 
Natural Environment, Built Environment, Economy 
and Social Connection and Belonging. 

OREGONIANS COMING TOGETHER 

Throughout this report, we see powerful exam-
ples of Oregonians coming together to do hard 
things. They demonstrate what is possible when 
we work together, and what we may lose when our 
connections with each other are strained. They 
also add to the existing picture we developed 
from prior TOP research on how Oregonians work 
collaboratively with diverse groups and ideas to 
strengthen the building blocks of vibrant commu-
nities. That research demonstrates that commu-
nity-led problem-solving delivers tangible results 
in Oregon.4  This report highlights similar stories; 
here are two examples:

	Q Project Turnkey, a state-funded project for 
which OCF serves as lead administrator, has 
delivered a 30% total increase in the state’s 
shelter supply. This was achieved through 
a public-private partnership between state 
government and philanthropy that focused 
on 32 properties across the state, as well as 
local collaboration that included nonprofits, 
local government agencies, tribes and other 
community members and organizations. 

Eastern Oregon Border Economic Development Board
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	Q Building Resilience formed in Oregon from 
various organizations working in public health, 
environmental justice, business, labor and other 
areas. New legislation advancing resilient, 
efficient buildings that draw on this coalition’s 
work was included in the bipartisan Climate 
Resilience Package passed by the Oregon 
Legislature in June 2023. 

In conducting research for this report, we learned 
about many similar examples. What we heard 
painted a picture of a promising path forward for 
Oregon — one we can all travel together. 

URGENCY & PROMISE

Research-backed opportunities cut across every 
area of our report. Here, we highlight some strate-
gies relating to our broad theme of strain. We see 
urgency and promise in three choices.  

We can choose to invest early for impact.  

Investments in child care and early childhood 
education pay off over time with a return of 
$4–$9 for each dollar spent. Infusions of cash 
(like through the earned income tax credit, child 
tax credit and baby bonds) can produce an array 
of benefits for children well into adulthood.  

We can choose to ease specific pressure points.  

Our research points to intersecting areas of critical 
need contributing to the economic strain we see in 
our state, where we can choose to: 

	Q Build workforce and affordable housing. 

	Q Alleviate the financial risk of postsecondary 
education. 

	Q Invest more in public and preventive health. 

Our analysis suggests focusing on these places has 
potential to ease the costs of life for Oregonians. 

We can choose to move forward together. 

Despite our divisions, 67% of Oregonians believe 
there is common ground we can stand on to make 
our state a better place.5 We see many places 
where Oregon or Oregon communities are leading 

or pushing to chart a promising new path forward. 
We have hard work ahead, but Oregonians are up 
for the challenge, and we are all in this together. 

A CALL TO ATTENTION 

TOP 2024 is a call to attention that highlights the 
critical crossroads we see in our analysis and, more 
broadly, the conditions that support or hinder the 
health of our communities. 

Rather than focusing on the characteristics or 
outcomes of individual people (such as income 
levels or graduation rates), we are shifting our 
attention to conditions that drive our well-being—
the characteristics of our communities, environ-
ments and systems.  

Just as our communities are unique, so are assess-
ments of community well-being. This is reflected 
in the rich body of research from beyond Oregon 
that grounded our work in this report. We have 
many promising models for thinking about well-
being, spanning the spaces of academia, govern-
ment, philanthropy and many other fields. They 
underscore both the diverse factors that matter 
and how they will differ for specific communi-
ties. They also point to some consensus around 
key areas for consideration, which has guided the 
development of the seven issue areas that struc-
ture this report and the conditions we examine 
within each.   

“In this time of COVID-19, a few 
basic truths have become plain to 
see: Our lives are interconnected, 
our collective physical and 
mental health is at the heart 
of a thriving society, and our 
responsibility to support and 
maintain the well-being of our 
entire community is shared.” 

   FRAMEWORKS INSTITUTE
FRAMEWORKSINSTITUTE.ORG
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ABOUT THIS REPORT 

As we set out on this research project, we asked 
ourselves and others versions of this question: 
“What makes a healthy, thriving community?” 
We heard responses that touched on each of the 
focus areas we explore in this report, including 
things like good schools, healthy food, affordable 
housing, transportation, living-wage jobs, fresh 
air, and vibrant arts and culture. And we heard 
a lot about the characteristics of the networks 
of people who make up our communities (for 
example, how neighbors connect with and show up 
for each other). Notably, some responses spanned 
multiple focus areas, encompassing basic rights, 
supportive networks and accessible resources for 
all Oregonians. 

We also heard these ideas echoed in other research 
on our state. Oregon Voices — a project of The 
Ford Family Foundation — focuses on under-
standing Oregonians’ experiences, essentially 
asking “what’s it like in your corner of the state?”6 

Responses cover similarly wide-ranging ground, 
again touching on each of this report’s focus areas 
to reveal both our commonalities and the ways our 
communities are unique. 

Informed by these responses, we used a broad 
range of data and research to dig deeper into 
these crucial factors for community well-being. In 
doing so, our goal was to shift mental models that 
place the burden for success on the individual and 
consider instead the conditions that contribute 
to that individual’s success. We assess how well 
Oregon is promoting and nurturing these condi-
tions, as well as how specific needs may vary for 
people, communities and places across our state. 

Roots in OCF’s opportunity gap research  

In 2018, OCF embarked on what would be a three-
part Tracking Oregon’s Progress (TOP) series exam-
ining the opportunity gap in Oregon. Informed by 
the work of Robert Putnam, the series:  

FIGURE 1. Our seven focus areas. 

This report examines conditions that contribute to community well-being across seven interconnected focus 
areas. Further illustrating this web of connections, we also explore child care in a special spotlight section.

EDUCATION
School funding and resources 
Education workforce
Integrated learning
Access to postsecondary school

HEALTH
Healthy, affordable food
Access to health insurance
Available and affirming care
Public investments

HOUSING
Availability
Choices
Affordability

SOCIAL CONNECTION & BELONGING

Social infrastructure
Cultural vitality
Access to local news

BUILT ENVIRONMENT
Broadband access
Transportation

ECONOMY
Access to wealth
Living-wage work
Income supports
Economic connectedness

NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 
Climate resilience
Heat safety
Clean air
Vital water sources
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	Q Documents how Oregon’s low-income children, 
children of color and rural children are not on 
an equal playing field with their higher-income 
peers (2018).  

	Q Highlights community-led efforts to identify 
and mobilize local solutions to address the 
opportunity gap (2019).  

	Q Examines the role of ZIP codes in determining 
which Oregon children are getting ahead 
and where opportunity gaps persist (2020, in 
collaboration with Harvard-based Opportunity 
Insights). 

These reports contribute to a growing body of 
national research exploring connections between 
economic mobility and place (or the geographic 
communities that shape us). Research like this 
makes the case that economic success is largely 
determined by our conditions — the neighborhood 
where we grew up, our educational experiences, 
and the impacts of institutional, historical and 
structural discrimination — rather than on indi-
vidual or family characteristics alone. It shows that 
the conditions around us matter.  

This TOP report builds on these foundations, 
acknowledging both the insights we gained from 
prior research and the details it left out. It fills in 
more of the picture in three important ways: 

	Q We are broadening how we think about well-

being.  Yes, economic opportunity still matters. 
At the same time, when Oregonians are asked 
what makes a community healthy, their answers 
tend to extend beyond economics. That’s why 
we’re also considering aspects of well-being like 
health and happiness, among others.  

	Q We are further shifting our attention to 

conditions for success. Previous TOP research 
underscored how neighborhood-level factors— 
like school quality—matter for our economic 
well-being. Here, we continue to focus on the 
conditions in our communities or state rather 
than on individual characteristics or outcomes. 

	Q We are developing a deeply rooted 

understanding of the complexity of our 

communities. As we dug into the quantitative 
data on economic mobility, we found that it 
can be difficult to draw conclusions about why 
we see certain trends from that data alone.  
Accordingly, we used the numbers as a starting 
point — an invitation to ask more questions 
through additional, complementary qualitative 
research. We’re continuing to do something 
similar with this TOP report: We use data not 
as an “answer” but as a jumping-off place for 
exploration and an opportunity to dig deeper 
into what matters for our communities. 

       ﻿ Introduction    7



Our research approach 

For the purposes of this report, we do not try to 
define “community well-being” for all Oregon 
communities. Instead, we hold multiple defini-
tions at the same time, spanning everything from 
economic opportunity to health and happiness. 
Similarly, we hold multiple definitions for “commu-
nity,” which encompass geographic places like 
neighborhoods as well as other forms of connected 
networks or affinity groups. 

We grounded our work in a scan of research 
relating to community well-being. In order to 
manageably examine the conditions that support 
community well-being, we took guidance from 
the existing literature and broke our analysis into 
a set of interrelated and overlapping focus areas. 
Although our research uncovered a variety of 
models for doing so, we chose a specific frame-
work from the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services as our starting point.7 We then 
adapted this framework to the needs of our anal-
ysis, streamlining it where possible for digest-
ibility. This provided us with our structure of 

seven focus areas: Health, Housing, Education, 
Economy, Built Environment, Natural Environment, 
and Social Connection and Belonging. 

Other models we investigated tended to cover 
similar ground (including, for example, the Seven 
Vital Conditions for Health and Well-Being— a 
national collaborative project with over 100 
contributors researching similar questions to those 
we explore here).8

Within each focus area, we identified relevant 
data and Oregon-specific research. This entailed 
an iterative process of scanning the literature, 
tapping into internal expertise from across OCF 
and consulting external experts. We tried to cast a 
wide net while doing this but also recognized that 
we were more likely to pick up sources related to 
OCF’s work. 

We narrowed our analysis within each focus 
area to include just two to four discussions of 
key conditions for community well-being. This 
was based on a combination of considerations: 
maintaining our focus on community-level or 

Columbia Riverkeeper
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systems-level indicators rather than people-level 
indicators; applying the things we learned from 
expert consultations and the existing literature; 
ensuring broad relevance for communities across 
our state; and aiming for a diversity of topics and 
analyses across our report. Given this approach, 
the discussions included in each focus area are not 
necessarily the most important ones (though they 
are all important!). And it’s worth noting that there 
are gaps in our analysis as well. 

The focus areas we used to organize the report 
overlap. Conditions for community well-being do 
not always fit neatly inside one subject area versus 
another. We intentionally explored this in our 
report by examining connection points between 
focus areas at the end of each chapter; exploring 
child care availability and affordability as examples 
of conditions that cross focus area boundaries; and 
thinking broadly about where discussions could fit 
within our overall framework. 

Each discussion unpacks a condition for commu-
nity well-being using available research and data. 
We bring in myriad data sources beyond the U.S. 
census and have tried to include qualitative data as 
possible. As it was outside the scope of this report 
to collect any original data, our analysis is guided 
by what data was available to us. 

We have also sought to interrogate what this 
research landscape leaves out. We can see across 
our report that data limitations frequently made 
it impossible to include analysis for underrepre-
sented population groups with the level of spec-
ificity or granularity that is most meaningful for 
people’s lives. In some places, we compensated 
for these limitations by tapping into deep wells 
of community knowledge from community-led 
research projects. 

We bring no single lens to these analyses. Instead, 
we consider different ways of assessing how we are 
doing as a state. We also consider how experiences 
and trends vary by factors like population, race and 
place. From beginning to end, the expertise of our 
colleagues inside and outside of OCF was invalu-
able in shaping this report. Any mistakes in these 
pages, however, we claim as our own. 

In addition to conducting analysis within each 
subject area, we identified patterns that run across 
our full report. Here, we identified a small set of 
cross-focus area themes with broad relevance for 
Oregon communities. 

Because the results of our thematic analysis are 
grounded in the approach described here, they do 
not represent a comprehensive picture (though 
they too are important themes for the health and 
well-being of our communities). As you explore in 
the pages of this report and beyond, you may find 
additional statewide patterns and conditions that 
matter for the communities you belong to. 

  INTRODUCTION ENDNOTES

1	 Research discussed in this introduction largely draws from 
sources cited in the chapters that follow. To learn more about 
these topics, please turn to the focus area sections.

2	 Oregon Values and Beliefs Center. (2023, October 10). 
Oregon’s social and political trends. https://oregonvbc.org/
oregons-social-and-political-trends/

3	 Ibid.

4	 Ruffenach, C., & Worcel, S. (2018). Oregonians mobilizing for 
change. Oregon Community Foundation. https://oregoncf.
org/community-impact/research/top-report-2018/

5	 Oregon Values and Beliefs Center. (2023, October 10). 
Oregon’s social and political trends.

6	 The Ford Family Foundation. (2023). Oregon voices: 
Interactive data explorer. www.orvoices.org

7	 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2017). 
Measuring health at the community level: Data gaps 
and opportunities. https://ncvhs.hhs.gov/wp-content/
uploads/2018/03/Measuring-Health-at-the-Community-
Level-Data-Gaps-and-Opportunities.pdf

8	 Community Commons. (n.d.). Seven vital conditions for 
health and well-being. https://www.communitycommons.org/ 
collections/Seven-Vital-Conditions-for-Health-and-Well- 
Being
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These themes reflect the fact that we belong to 
diverse communities, even where our backgrounds 
and experiences are shared.

They also begin to paint a picture of what we’re 
talking about in terms of well-being, which is perhaps 
the most difficult focus area to define across this 
report. In essence, how do we celebrate culture and 
build self-determination? When and where do we 
come together to dream and work toward healthier 
communities and a healthier future? Where do people 
relax and hang out, play, intersect with each other and 
contribute to one another’s lives? How do we build an 
inclusive culture?

Culture. Connection. Inclusion.  

Mutual support. As we started out 

on this research project, we asked 

ourselves and others a question: “What 

makes a healthy, thriving community?” 

These are just a few examples of what 

people most often named. Human 

connections and experiences of 

belonging were top of mind for many 

Oregonians.

In this chapter
	Q Social infrastructure
	Q Cultural vitality
	Q Access to local news
	Q Connection points

Columbia Riverkeeper
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Our social landscape and relationships are inte-
gral to our experiences of community well-being. 
When asked what the phrase “sense of commu-
nity” means, most Oregonians describe care for 
one another and a shared sense of values and 
interests.1 Research shows this kind of connect-
edness or cohesion makes individuals and entire 
communities more resilient. Strong social ties help 
individuals and families access the support they 
need, from emergency funds to child care and job 
leads. Feeling connected also increases our sense 
of safety and makes it easier for communities to 
mobilize around local issues or natural disasters. 
Social connections and inclusion have tangible 
and lifesaving benefits for disaster preparedness 
and recovery, as neighbors are often the first to 
respond to local emergencies.2, 3

The ways in which we are connected matter 
both as outcomes in themselves and as contrib-
utors to other outcomes like work satisfaction, 
local government, political representation, and 
opportunity. Harvard Business Review found that 
employees who feel a sense of belonging at work 
generally have better performance, about 50% less 
turnover, and save costs as a result.4 They also 
work harder for collective gains. 

People rooted in their identity and community 
are more likely to feel a sense of power, influence, 
voice and self-determination.5 When community 
members have strong ties to people in power —
perhaps through shared networks or backgrounds 
— their voices are more likely to be heard and 
their community needs are more likely to be 
met.6,7 Like exclusion, belonging has ripple effects.

Social and cultural connections are not experi-
enced in the same way by all Oregonians, nor do 
they look the same for every community. The 
cultural threads of Oregon communities form 
a vibrant tapestry of social ties, traditions and 
creativity that enriches our lives by providing 
structure, meaning and enjoyment. 

The Othering & Belonging Institute at the 
University of California, Berkeley names “arts and 
culture” as one of its primary change and inclu-
sion strategies.8 Research also reinforces how arts 
and culture support our learning, physical health 
and mental well-being.9, 10, 11 Collectively, arts and 
culture bridge divides and act as an engine of our 
economy.12, 13 These rich creative channels also give 
us space to imagine new possibilities, including for 
community systems and structures.

In past TOP research, we examined social 
capital — one aspect of our social and cultural 
environment — by looking at measures like voter 
turnout, census response rates, volunteer rates and 
church attendance. But what happens if we shift 
our attention and stay focused on the community 
or systems level? What elements foster a sense of 
connection and belonging both to our place and to 
one another? 

A few signs of our collective well-being include 
the number of civic and community-based organi-
zations in our region; the strength of our arts and 
culture ecosystem; and the survival of local, place-
based news. 

We often attribute social connections to indi-
vidual interest or capacity, but infrastructure and 

People rooted in their identity and connected to their 
community are more likely to feel a sense of power, 
influence, voice and self-determination. 
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opportunities for interaction may be even more 
important. These entry points to engagement 
and democracy are reinforced or undermined by 
community-level factors — ones that encourage 
mingling, relationship-building, a sense of commu-
nity cohesion and belonging, and the under-
standing that our lives are interconnected. 

	 Discussion of Key 
Indicators

SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE

Noting the “profound consequences of loneliness 
and isolation” for individual and societal health, 
U.S. Surgeon General Vivek H. Murthy urges the 
country to prioritize social connection in settings 
and systems.14 In health terms, the difference 
between a very connected person and one who is 

isolated long-term is the same as that between a 
nonsmoker and someone who smokes 15 cigarettes 
a day.15 

Not only do human connections add to belonging 
and well-being for youth and adults, but their 
impacts range from preventing heart disease and 
strokes to increased voting.16, 17 In settings that are 
representative and inclusive, the increase in civic 
engagement is even greater.18 Accordingly, the 
surgeon general’s report calls for more attention to 
community and ideas to foster connection. 

Many of the places where we interact with 
familiar faces and unknown neighbors are public: 
public schools, playgrounds, green spaces, 
community centers, pools and libraries. Still, 
opportunities to socialize are not broadly acces-
sible; less than half of Oregonians (43%) said 
they have “places to sit and chat in their neigh-
borhoods.”19 Informal gathering places provide a 
foundation that invites interaction and becomes 

FIGURE 2. Compared to the U.S. average, most Oregon counties are strong when it comes to civic 
organizations.

Darker green areas indicate more civic organizations per capita in the county and suggest stronger social and civic 
connections. Light colors show that a county is close to the average U.S. county, and dark red areas are lower in the number 
of civic organizations relative to residents. Civic organizations are identified via Facebook and compared to Facebook users.

Source: Opportunity Insights. (2022). Social capital atlas. 
https://socialcapital.org/

Number of organizations per 
1,000 people in county

More organizations 
per capita

Fewer organizations 
per capita

U.S. average
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FIGURE 3.  Arts vibrancy in Oregon.

Many Oregon counties have a more vibrant arts sector compared to their similarly sized peers across the nation. 
The Arts Vibrancy Index includes scores for arts providers, arts dollars and public support. The darker the color, 
the higher the county ranking. For example, a county with a ranking of 85 scored higher than 85% of similarly 
sized counties nationally.

Source: SMU DataArts. (2023). Arts vibrancy index. 
https://dataarts.smu.edu/ArtsVibrancyMap/

even more relevant and vibrant when combined 
with policies and programs that facilitate connec-
tion. When places like libraries or YMCAs are 
paired with programming, relationships are more 
durable and longer-lasting, and interactions have 
more structure and purpose.20 Public spaces and 
organizations invite interaction beyond immediate 
our friends and family, growing social connections 
and capital. 

More than individuals, civic organizations have 
the capacity to create welcoming spaces and 
mobilize people around a community purpose or 
challenge. Many nonprofits, faith-based institu-
tions, advocacy groups and clubs are engines of 
collective problem-solving, providing an addi-
tional layer of engagement within and across 
communities. 

The number of organizations in our communities 
is itself a sign of social capital, potentially linking 

people across backgrounds, cultures and socioeco-
nomic classes. 

The Social Capital Atlas includes civic organi-
zations per capita as one pillar of social capital 
alongside clustering/cohesiveness and mixing of 
families from different economic backgrounds.21 
(See Figure 2, page 12.) 

Across the nation, the presence of civic organiza-
tions is highest in the Northwest, and our region 
also stands out in terms of people volunteering 
with these organizations.22 The 2021 census esti-
mated that 1 in 3 Oregonians belonged to an orga-
nization;23 many more volunteer formally or help 
out families, friends or neighbors informally. 

CULTURAL VITALIT Y

The arts play a vital role in convening neighbors 
and enlivening neighborhoods. They elevate 

County score relative to 
percentage of peer counties
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community assets and issues, amplify voices and 
provide a sense of place and shared history. 

“Cultural vitality” is defined in research as the 
“evidence of creating, disseminating, validating, 
and supporting arts and culture as a dimension of 
everyday life in communities.”24 Once expressed, 
the presence of arts and culture helps us envision 

new possibilities for our communities by sparking 
ideas, hope and connections.25 

Currently, no dataset is available to measure 
cultural vitality, but SMU DataArts’ Arts Vibrancy 
Index Report and Map comes close. It details 
how arts and culture are embedded into jobs and 
communities across the state. It includes estimates 
of the number of artists and arts/culture organiza-
tions, dollars spent on arts and culture (revenue, 
expenses and compensation), plus government 
grants and dedicated dollars in each county — all 
adjusted for local cost of living.26 

The index also reveals undercurrents that influ-
ence arts and culture, like the socioeconomic 
background of residents and the presence of 
hotels, restaurants and sports. Although social 
and economic demographics aren’t included 
when calculating and ranking the nation’s arts 

and culture hotspots, those elements add valuable 
context about the resources and entertainment 
options available within a county. 

Since it began in 2016, the Arts Vibrancy Index 
Report and Map has showcased the top 20 arts and 
culture hotspots in large metro areas and another 
20 in small and medium-sized communities. (See 
Figure 3, page 13.) Portland consistently makes 
the list, and Hood River and Medford have also 
been included over the years. High scores reflect 
communities that have a strong arts presence with 
financial support that can be seen in big data sets. 

Overall, Oregon’s art and culture sector is a $9.5 
billion industry with 61,593 jobs.27 Its economic 
footprint is larger than that of the agriculture and 
forestry industry ($5.5 billion) and comparable to 
transportation ($9.8 billion).28 

Even as it reveals an underlying arts ecosystem, 
the Arts Vibrancy Index is limited in its ability 
to recognize quality over quantity. Looking at the 
map of Oregon, many of the highest-scoring coun-
ties have large urban centers, reinforcing the idea 
that a higher population leads to more arts and 
culture. Setting aside the most populated counties, 
we can see more subtle differences: Baker, Clatsop, 
Lincoln, Hood River, Polk, Sherman, Wallowa and 
Wasco counties also stand out as having relatively 
high scores. 

In smaller communities, the convening power of 
arts and cultural events can be especially potent. 
The arts can also be a tool for placemaking, story-
telling, organizing, and amplifying marginalized 
voices. Large data indexes are unlikely to convey 
the value of the arts to a particular community, 
like a student music recital bringing a remote town 
together for a spring outdoor concert or a histor-
ical monument reimagined to be more inclusive 
with widespread community participation.

Another challenge in portraying the arts ecosystem 
is that “arts” data consistently undercounts the 
artistic and cultural wealth of Native communities 
and tribes. Often, Native Americans do not see 
themselves as “artists” or “performers” or cate-
gorize their organizations as arts-related, so they 
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aren’t included or acknowledged.29 In many tribal 
cultures, this work is seen as part of cultural or 
collective endeavors or embedded in routines and 
rituals rather than as “art.” Such cultural traditions 
are anchors of creativity and connections for many 
Oregon communities.

Measuring the arts ecosystem illuminates whether 
a community has spaces to gather, witness and 
create together. This element of opportunity is 
a vital part of cultural vitality: When a commu-
nity has a place to gather, the arts are more likely 
to flourish. It could be a dedicated performance 
space, or streets that transform into parade 
routes; outdoor spaces that become powwow 
grounds, or gymnasiums and libraries that host 
performances. Performance spaces are part of the 
“social infrastructure” that brings people together, 
sparks a sense of belonging and builds stronger 
community bonds.30 

Specific workspaces for artists also support inter-
actions between residents and artists, allowing 
more participation in creative processes. These 

spaces fuel cultural production and cultural partic-
ipation at the same time — growing the social, 
cultural and economic aspects of a neighborhood.31 

For certain communities, arts and culture are 
nurtured and sustained in churches and cultur-
ally specific associations and organizations, along 
with businesses such as restaurants and bars. Such 
opportunities help people feel rooted in their iden-
tity and cultivate valuable cultural connections. 

Whatever this looks like, cultural opportunities 
and events contribute to outcomes like community 
development, stewardship of place, neighborhood 
pride and improved public safety.32 Together, 
diverse parts of our community infrastructure play 
an important role in sustaining arts and culture. 
Culture builds bridges both within and between 
neighborhoods.33 

ACCESS TO LOCAL NEWS COVERAGE 

In a world where information can connect or 
divide, radio, newspapers, television networks, 

Evergreen Quartet at 
Newport Public Library
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magazines, online news outlets and social media 
are an essential part of our community infrastruc-
ture. The desire to engage with each other and 
with issues of the day relies on access to reliable 
and inclusive local news. 

According to a report from University of Oregon, 
areas with local news systems have more civic 
engagement, lower rates of polarization and 
corruption, and an increased sense of community 
connection.34 Reporters bring attention to local 
decisions through their reporting, which boosts 
accountability. In addition, local media stories gain 
traction and merge with other local stories, ulti-
mately getting picked up by state or national news 
and influencing political decision-making. 

Trust plays an important role in media consump-
tion; when people see and hear neighborhood 
perspectives and local issues in the news, it’s 
validating. Research shows a direct relation-
ship between local news, trust in journalism and 
connection to community, even across different 
values/belief systems and education levels.35 With 
local news, community members are more likely 
to find commonalities amid a national atmosphere 
of divisiveness and partisanship. Indeed, 3 out of 
4 Oregonians feel that they can trust local news 
organizations for information about community 
issues.36 

At the same time, this trust is stronger for white 
communities than for communities of color, in part 
because fewer news outlets are found in the areas 
that are most racially and ethnically diverse.37 The 
gap in trust is also due to bias in news reporting; 
in 2023, The Oregonian revisited its reporting 
on the 1948 Vanport flood as part of a series on 
“Publishing Prejudice,” acknowledging the paper’s 
racist legacy.38 Local papers are evolving and reck-
oning with the past to rebuild trust.

Newspapers are experiencing a time of rapid 
change and adaptation. According to the Fund for 
Oregon Rural Journalism, more than a quarter of 
Oregon’s small-town newspapers have closed and 
half of Oregon’s incorporated cities lack a local 
news source.39 (See Figure 4, above.) Closures since 
2020 include Medford’s Mail Tribune, Umpqua Post 

in Reedsport, and the Philomath Express. At the 
same time, news outlets are adapting by shifting to 
online-only versions, like the Black-owned paper 
The Skanner or the Philomath News. Multiple 
factors contribute here; a declining readership and 
more papers owned by national conglomerates 
have resulted in less connection to local people 
and places. Total revenue for U.S. newspapers has 
gone from $50 billion in 2005 to just under $10 
billion in 2022.40 

Local media closures have rippling effects. “The 
role of rural news publications in informing their 
communities can’t be overstated. But there is 
also great value in what they present to the wider 
world,” says Scotta Callister, owner of the Malheur 
Enterprise. “They tell the stories of rural commu-
nities — their lifestyle, values and challenges — and 
that provides an important perspective in our 
regional, state and even national dialogue. When 
that perspective disappears, we all lose.”41 Without 
local media sources, people are less informed and 
less engaged in local and regional politics, and 
voting levels decline, especially in local races.42 

FIGURE 4. Oregon has three counties with no 
local news source and 11 counties with only one.

News sources include newspapers, digital sites and public 
broadcasting.

0 Sherman, Wasco, Wheeler

1 Crook, Gilliam, Harney, Jefferson, Klamath, Lake, 
Morrow, Polk, Tillamook, Union, Wallowa

2 Baker, Benton, Deschutes, Douglas, Grant, Hood 
River, Josephine, Lincoln, Malheur, Yamhill

3–9 Clatsop, Columbia, Coos, Curry, Jackson, Lane, 
Linn, Marion, Umatilla, Washington

10+ Clackamas, Multnomah

Source: Medill Local News Initiative at Northwestern University. 
(2023). Local news landscape: Oregon. https://localnewsinitiative.
northwestern.edu/projects/state-of-local-news/explore/#/state-
localnewslandscape?state=OR&stateCode=41
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	 Exploring Connection 
Points

SOCIAL CONNECTION & BELONGING + 
EDUCATION 

Creativity allows youth to express them-
selves in new ways, and community arts 
organizations are part of that infrastruc-
ture of support for students, schools and 
communities. Along with science, tech-
nology, engineering and math, the arts are 

part of a well-rounded education that encourages 
students to explore and solve problems. Looking across 
the state, 90% of elementary school students in 
suburban areas can access a stand-alone arts class; 
that number shrinks to 80% for students in city 
schools and to just 55% for rural students.43 Based on 
these statistics, the Oregon Department of Education 
recommends greater partnership with community arts 
organizations that are integrated in neighborhoods and 
communities as well as a closer look at who enrolls in 
available science, technology, engineering, arts and 
math opportunities.

Want to explore further? Turn to Education, page 32.

SOCIAL CONNECTION & BELONGING + 
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 

Scientists are learning more about the 
ways that plants and animals collectively 
overcome challenges and increase resil-
ience. Decades of forest ecology research 
from an Oregon State University graduate 
show that trees support one another and 

communicate via roots and underground fungal 
networks.44 In a show of cooperative intelligence, trees 
share nutrients, water and threat signals within and 
even between species during times of adversity. 
Recent evidence also shows that Chinook salmon are 
better able to navigate their journey upstream when 
they use group decision-making and social interac-
tion.45 They rely on their sense of smell and an innate 
map to sense where they were born. When faced with 
a fork in the stream, salmon will tread water and take 
time to sense which direction will lead them home, and 
then move to one side of the stream or the other, as if 
voting.46 Typically, the more salmon are involved in the 
decision, the better the group does in reaching their 
destination. These findings have implications for how 
we harvest trees, how we build dams and fishing ladders, 
and how we look to the natural world for inspiration.

Want to explore further? Turn to Natural Environment, 
page 76.
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Looking at economic well-being is 

a primary way to assess how well 

communities are doing, and for good 

reason: The ability to meet needs like 

housing, food and health care depends on 

economic factors like jobs, income and 

relevant markets for goods and services. 

Income and wealth facilitate access to 

myriad social, economic, educational 

and recreational opportunities and 

resources across our lifetimes. 

Economic well-being has well-documented links to 
health and mental health outcomes, including our 
life expectancy and risk of disease.1 A substantial 
body of research shows that infusions of cash can 
produce an array of benefits for children well into 
adulthood.2 When a child has a savings account—
even one with less than $500 in it—research shows 
they are more likely to get to college and beyond, 
underscoring how financial assets can unlock oppor-
tunity in part by shaping our dreams and expecta-
tions.3, 4 As adults, income and wealth continue to 
help determine our power and influence in society. 
Conversely, experiences of poverty can limit partic-
ipation in civic life, both through a lack of financial 

SECTION 2

Economy

Rez Chicks
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Income and wealth facilitate access to an array of 
social, economic, educational and recreational  
opportunities and resources across our lifetimes. 

resources and the associated time costs of navi-
gating the world without them.5 These combined 
effects influence the stability and well-being of 
whole communities. 

We can also see economic factors driving well-
being at the community level. This can occur 
through the presence or loss of thriving industries 
and business sectors, as well as accompanying 
spending for public services. In Oregon, the timber 
industry’s decline is a still-reverberating example, 
especially in rural communities. Although some 
former logging communities are thriving, others 
are still struggling to redefine economic vitality. 

The technology industry, on the other hand, is 
a prime example of growth, though one largely 
centered in more urban areas. Beginning in the 
middle of the 20th century, a combination of 
homegrown technology companies and relocating 
out-of-state businesses formed what has become 
known as our “Silicon Forest.” Today, this sector 
accounts for over 10% of Oregon’s economy.6 

For many of us, the idea of the “American Dream” 
shapes our view of economic systems. It assumes 
that the opportunity to build wealth is available 
to all. However, research shows this opportunity 
is increasingly limited by the disparate impacts of 
systems and institutions and by the characteristics 
of the communities in which we live. For children 
today, childhood circumstances largely determine 
earnings in adulthood (a relationship we explored 
deeply in past TOP reports).7 In a recent statewide 
survey, 80% of Oregonians said that our economic 
system favors powerful interests.8 

Oregonians are also telling alternative stories 
about what our economic systems can be. 

Research from the Coalition of Communities of 
Color shows that for many Oregonians of color, 
wealth is partly about socioeconomic mobility, but 
it is also more than that. Black Oregonians who 
participated in the research spoke about democ-
ratized economic systems that are built from the 
ground up by community members. Native and 
indigenous Oregonians told stories of regenerative 
economies in which wealthy people draw on their 
physical health and material resources to care 
for generations to come. And Latine Oregonians 
shared narratives centered on worker rights and 
protections that enable not just survival but also 
having purpose, building relationships and handing 
down knowledge.9 

These threads are reinforced by the Latino/a/x 
Community Wealth Building Network’s findings 
from a two-year, in-depth learning process in 
Oregon, which encourage thinking beyond tradi-
tional economic development to recognize inter-
connected levers for prosperity like education, 
entrepreneurship, housing and land.10 

In this report, we are also shifting our view. We 
are used to thinking about “economic well-being” 
by looking at individual measures such as house-
hold income to determine life success. Here, we 
are beginning by thinking about all the things that 
matter for people, families and communities to 
thrive. And we ask: What are some key character-
istics of our economic structures and systems that 
shape our collective well-being? 

       SECTION 2: Economy    21



Additional Economic Measures

As is true across this report, the indicators explored in this 
section are by no means comprehensive. However, this may 
particularly stand out here as many of us are used to seeing 
news reports on additional indicators that measure key 
parts of our local, regional and national economic systems, 
often in an effort to explain the state of the economy and 
whether we are growing or headed for recession. These can 
range from looking at the formation or loss of businesses 
or industries in an area to tracking gross domestic product 
(GDP), which measures goods and services produced.

The work of Nobel-winning economists Amartya Sen 
and Joseph Stiglitz, among others, has spurred increasing 

recognition that measures like GDP do not account for key 
components of our collective well-being. 

There is no straightforward way to capture well-being in 
a single number, and within that context GDP has been 
commonly used as an insufficient proxy for both our 
economic and societal well-being. However, it leaves out 
key components for well-being like our life satisfaction or 
happiness and the preservation or depletion of key natural 
resources. In shifting our view in this report to consider 
well-being broadly and examine the interconnectedness of 
our systems, we are part of a global conversation broad-
ening definitions of “progress.” 

Sources: Kijakazi et al. (2021). How policymakers can ensure the COVID-19 pandemic doesn’t widen the racial wealth gap. Urban Institute. 
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/how-policymakers-can-ensure-covid-19-pandemic-doesnt-widen-racial-wealth-gap; *Kochhar, 
R., & Moslimani, M. (2023). Wealth gaps across racial and ethnic groups. Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/race-
ethnicity/2023/12/04/wealth-gaps-across-racial-and-ethnic-groups/#:~:text=Asian%20households%20overall%20had%20more
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FIGURE 5. U.S. wealth disparities have remained entrenched and even widened over the last 50 years.

Historical analysis of average family wealth from 1963 to 2019 shows a persistent gap between the relative wealth of white, 

Black and Hispanic families. Recent data* suggests these disparities continue to widen, with white families holding 9 times 

more wealth than Black families and 5 times more than Hispanic families as of December 2021. 
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	 Discussion of Key 
Indicators

ACCESS TO WEALTH

In Oregon, and across the country, your access 
to wealth and wealth-building activities depends 
largely on your race. This is the most important 
factor for understanding wealth differences.11 

Though disparities in income persist, wealth is 
arguably more important from a structural perspec-
tive: It measures a family’s total assets versus an 
annual inflow of money and can be accumulated 
over a lifetime (or even over generations, deter-
mining the starting line for the next generation). 
Research examining multigenerational patterns 
finds that Black families are over 16 times more 
likely than white families to experience poverty 
over three generations.12 

Wealth inequality in Oregon

Recognizing the need to better understand wealth 
inequality in our state, OCF partnered with Meyer 
Memorial Trust to commission and collaborate with 
the Coalition of Communities of Color on in-depth 
research.13 In addition to generating the community 
narratives about wealth discussed at the top of this 
chapter, this research takes stock of existing data, 
including considerable gaps in what we know. It 
shows how generations of policies provided white 
Oregonians with “wealth starter kits” that included 
land, subsidies, government-backed loans and a 
social safety net — and excluded communities of 
color from the same opportunities. 

At the same time, “wealth-stripping” mechanisms 
have disproportionately driven communities of 
color into debt (e.g., through regressive tax codes 
and predatory lending, fines and fees). Today, the 
lasting legacies of these discriminatory practices 
continue to perpetuate the wealth gap. Disparities 
have remained entrenched — or even widened —
over the last 60 years, with white families now 
holding 8 times more wealth than Black families 
and 5 times more than Hispanic families. (See Figure 

5, page 22.) Failures to adequately survey Native 
and Indigenous Americans prevent us and others 
from reporting similar figures for this group, though 
analysis of the limited data we have suggests a stark 
disparity.14￼  

These gaps in wealth disadvantage all Oregonians. 
If our state’s racial gaps in earnings, hours worked, 
educational attainment and employment were 
closed, the Federal Reserve estimates that our GDP 
would have increased by $4.1 billion annually from 
2005 to 2019.15

Access to capital

The availability of capital to support entrepreneur-
ship and small business is a critical component of 
this landscape, along with homeownership oppor-
tunities, savings from earnings, intergenerational 
transfers from family, and investments in education. 
Access to capital allows businesses and entrepre-
neurs to finance their ideas, expand their operations 
and create jobs. Since 2012, the Oregon Capital Scan 
— an ongoing research series sponsored by OCF 
and partnering organizations — has examined the 
landscape of available capital in the state. The scan 
explores questions like “is Oregon’s capital land-
scape similar to other states of our size?” 

Unfortunately, the answer continues to be no. And 
minority-owned businesses face particular chal-
lenges accessing capital in Oregon, including for 
state government contracts.16, 17 National research 
reinforces this finding: Entrepreneurs of color 
face greater barriers to obtaining traditional bank 
loans in the amounts they seek, have less access 
to government funding resources, and often turn 
to nontraditional lenders like community devel-
opment financial institutions that do not have 
enough resources for the need.18, 19, 20 This landscape 
constrains the size, growth and sustainability of 
minority-owned businesses, causing them to face 
higher failure rates despite starting at a higher rate 
than those of white entrepreneurs.21 

Research like this helps to fill critical gaps in our 
understanding of the systems and resources that 
support or hinder Oregonians in accessing and 
building wealth. But understanding our current 
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landscape is just one piece of the puzzle. Research 
also shows how Oregonians are reimagining 
economic supports and systems, using community 
experience and knowledge to develop new wealth-
building strategies while simultaneously driving 
bigger-picture change.22, 23 

LIVING-WAGE WORK 

People across our state are facing a mismatch 
between the cost of living and what they can earn 
from work. In a 2022 survey, nearly two-thirds 
(64%) of Oregonians said they were worried about 
their personal financial situation. A respondent 
from Douglas County shared that “the minimum 
wage doesn’t reflect minimum living requirements. 
Food prices are soaring. My friends and family are 
suffering through financial impact.” Another, from 
Coos County, said, “Oregon’s housing price is way 
too expensive compared to the average family’s 
income. Most Oregonians have to live check to 
check and can only afford the essentials, because of 
how expensive housing is.”24 

Quantitatively measuring the extent of this 
mismatch is not a straightforward research exer-
cise. One side of the equation entails determining 
the costs necessary to get by, which vary by where 
we live, our family makeup and our need for 
services like health or child care. 

The estimated costs for a family of four in Oregon 
range from $26,500 using the federal poverty 
threshold to $110,076 based on Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology’s living-wage calcula-
tor.25,26 The federal threshold is widely recognized 
as flawed due to its outdated expectations for 
expenses; other measures seek to define a more 
realistic standard of living.27 

United for ALICE (asset-limited, income- 
constrained, employed) has taken a deep dive into 
this issue for Oregon. (See Figure 6, above.) They 
estimate that in 2021, nearly 745,000 households (or 
44% of families) did not have enough income for a 
basic survival budget (i.e., a set of bare-minimum 
costs for needs like housing, food and health care). 
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BASIC SURVIVAL BUDGET 1 ADULT FAMILY OF 4

HOUSING RENT  $651
UTILITIES  $154

RENT  $836
UTILITIES  $292

CHILD CARE $0 $1,317

FOOD $460 $1,254

TRANSPORTATION $350 $826

HEALTH CARE $146 $808

TECHNOLOGY $75 $110

$
MISCELLANEOUS $184 $544

$
TAXES PAYMENT  $257

CREDIT      $0
PAYMENT    $1,359

CREDIT  –$1,231

MONTHLY TOTAL $2,277 $6,115

FIGURE 6. In 2021, 44% of Oregon families did not have enough income to afford a basic survival budget.

This map shows the percentage of families for each county who could not meet county-specific budgetary minimums as 

estimated by United for ALICE. The accompanying table shows a statewide basic survival budget.

PERCENTAGE OF OREGON HOUSEHOLDS 
BELOW ALICE THRESHOLD

35% 63%

Source: United for ALICE. (2023). https://www.
unitedforalice.org/state-overview/Oregon

https://www.unitedforalice.org/state-overview/Oregon
https://www.unitedforalice.org/state-overview/Oregon


Rising costs are an important driver here. 
Unsurprisingly, housing affordability was the top 
concern for families in this group. The cost of child 
care is also increasingly important. For families with 
two children, child care services can now be even 
more expensive than housing.28 

Stories of increasing costs surface throughout this 
report. In Housing, we see how decades of housing 
underproduction in Oregon have contributed to 
outsized housing costs. In Health and Education, we 
see the costs of care and college climbing faster than 
incomes. And our spotlight on child care further 
explores the complex interplay between what can 
be insurmountably high costs for available slots and 
unfeasibly low compensation for workers. 

On the other side of the equation are available earn-
ings in the labor market. Our unemployment rate 
reached its all-time record low of 3.4% in July 2023.29 
This shows that almost everyone who wants to get a 
job can do so. However, these jobs frequently do not 
pay enough. For many Oregon families and commu-
nities, the decline of the timber industry is a prime 
example: Older generations could earn a living wage 
working in timber, but today the jobs that have offset 
those opportunities may pay considerably less.30 

It’s the same story in child care: Many workers 
providing this service simply do not earn enough to 
make ends meet for their own families. As a group, 
they had a median wage of $14.33 in Oregon in 2021, 
and 41% could not afford a survival budget. 

They are not alone. Many service workers, laborers, 
teaching assistants and office clerks find their 
families similarly squeezed.31 Among farmworker 
families in Oregon — who are often left out of 
discussions like this due to data constraints — the 
squeeze of low pay in the face of high costs may be 
particularly pronounced.32 

INCOME SUPPORTS 

When available jobs do not pay enough to cover 
costs, public supports and benefits can help bridge 
the gap. Research on temporary expansions of 
federal assistance programs during the pandemic 
shows that these infusions of support made a 
difference in reducing poverty.33 For example, the 
federally funded child tax credit led to a significant 
reduction in child poverty, keeping 3.7 million chil-
dren out of poverty nationwide in December 2021.34 
As these temporary measures expired, the gaps in 
already stretched family budgets have widened. Our 
state’s new “Oregon Kids Credit” aims to fill some of 
this gap and could benefit more than 50,000 children 
across the state, including many in rural areas.35 

We can also see how Oregon works to make the 
most of an inadequate federal safety net. Consider 
the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program 
(SNAP), which helps ensure that low-income fami-
lies do not go hungry: On average, each member of 
a SNAP family can receive $5.97 a day, and this small 
amount makes a big difference. Each year, SNAP 
lifts 100,000 Oregonians out of poverty — including 
45,000 children — while also spurring our economy. 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture estimates that 
$1 of SNAP benefits generates $1.50 in economic 
activity when the economy is weak.36 

However, traditional U.S. public assistance programs 
fail to reach all who are struggling, due in part to 
income and asset limits. SNAP eligibility is deter-
mined by considering income, expenses and other 
criteria. Oregon consistently achieves one of the 
nation’s highest SNAP participation rates, effectively 
reaching 95–100% of eligible people.37 (See Figure 
7, page 27.) Yet if we return to the group discussed 
above — the 745,000 Oregon families without suffi-
cient income to afford a survival budget, according 
to the United for ALICE analysis — we find that 

ACCESS Food Share
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SNAP reaches just 30%38 The Oregon Health Plan 
(Medicaid) and Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families programs provide further examples of this 
problem and how Oregon makes the most of it.

The earned income tax credit (EITC) is widely recog-
nized by researchers and policymakers as one of our 
nation’s most effective public antipoverty programs, 
but it too fails to reach many Oregon families.39 Like 
SNAP, EITC payments target families with especially 
low incomes, leaving out others who could benefit. 

The struggling Oregonians in the United for ALICE 
analysis illustrate this gap: Although a survival budget 
for an Oregon family of two parents and two children 
ranges from $66,984 to $73,380 depending on child 
care needs, EITC benefits in 2024 can only extend to 
those earning under $59,478.40, 41 These benefits have 
also not been fully used even by eligible families. 
Qualified households often face barriers due to a lack 
of information and access; this is especially true for 
those who have not filed taxes before; are in families 
with mixed immigration status; or do not have reli-
able internet, stable housing or a bank account.42 

The latest IRS estimates show that about 68% of 
eligible Oregonians received the EITC for tax year 
2020, well below the national average of 76%. (See 
Figure 8, page 27.) While the data showed notable 
improvement in tax year 2019 — when the state 
reached 80% of eligible taxpayers — Oregon has 
frequently had one of the nation’s lowest receipt rates 
over the last decade. In other words, tens of thou-
sands of Oregonians remain eligible for the EITC but 
are not yet receiving it.

ECONOMIC CONNECTEDNESS

In prior TOP research, we explored the neighbor-
hood-level factors that matter most for economic 
mobility, an important ingredient for community 
well-being. Working with the Opportunity Insights 
(OI) team at Harvard, we examined factors like school 
quality, job availability, social capital and neighbor-
hood integration. New OI research suggests one 
community characteristic may be especially crucial: 
friendships that cross class divides.43, 44 

Friendships or social connections may not imme-
diately strike readers as an aspect of our economic 

Family Promise of Tualatin Valley
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FIGURE 7. 100% of eligible Oregonians received 
SNAP benefits in 2019, outperforming most other 
states. 
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FIGURE 8. Roughly 68% of eligible Oregonians 
received EITC benefits in tax year 2020 — the 
lowest proportion of any state that year. 
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systems. Indeed, this discussion could live as 
easily in Social Connection and Belonging. But this 
indicator may resonate for anyone who has found 
a job opportunity through networking or felt shut 
out of opportunities due to a lack of connections. 
Additional research reinforces the importance 
of social networks not only for finding jobs but 
also for maximizing pay and tenure.45 We discuss 
cross-class connectedness here given its emerging 
importance for economic mobility, further under-
scoring the need to think broadly about the inter-
connected systems that support well-being. (See 
Figure 9, below.)

For this research, the OI team drew on Facebook 
data for 72.2 million users across the country. At 
the community level, they found that cross-class 
connections have a greater impact on economic 
mobility than other factors like racial segregation, 
economic inequality or education. This is likely 
due to opportunities these connections unlock 

through networking or information about possi-
bilities and how to navigate them. Nationally, 
Americans tend to make friends with a similar 
socioeconomic status; higher-income people often 
find friends in college while lower-income people 
make friends with neighbors.

With income inequality in Oregon at an all-time 
high, it may not be surprising to see a lack of 
friendships bridging these divides in many places.46 
However, higher levels of economic connected-
ness exist in places like Wallowa and Washington 
counties, both of which contain communities 
we explored in depth for past TOP research.47 
Examples of economic connections in these 
communities include internships with local busi-
nesses, mentoring programs and leadership devel-
opment opportunities. Creating more connections 
across class lines, like those that exist in these 
Oregon counties, looks to be a promising path for 
strengthening opportunities and communities. 

FIGURE 9.  Higher rates of economic connectedness — like those seen in the green-shaded Oregon 
counties — may be especially crucial for economic mobility.

This map shows rates of economic connectedness, which are measured as the share of high-income friends among people 
with low incomes. In green areas, low-income Oregonians have networks that are made up of more high-income friends. 
(Note: No data is reported for Wheeler County due to insufficient population size in this dataset.)

-

More connectedness

Less connectedness

U.S. average

Source: Opportunity Insights. (2022). 
Social capital atlas. https://socialcapital.org/ 
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	 Exploring Connection 
Points

ECONOMY + HEALTH

The coronavirus pandemic was both a 
public health crisis and an economic one, 
underscoring just how tightly these 
systems are intertwined. COVID-19 
produced significant economic shocks for 
supply chains, businesses, the labor 

market and households.48 The vital importance of 
essential workers for our health and economy became 
clear, as did their inequitable compensation, exposure 
to health risks and experience of health impacts 
— especially for workers of color and their families.49 In 
Oregon, an ongoing workforce shortage impacts 
hospitals, access to behavioral health care and other 
services, particularly in rural and frontier communities 
where the cost of housing is high and economic 
opportunities for spouses are sparse.50 

Want to explore further? Turn to Health, page 52.

ECONOMY + SOCIAL CONNECTION & 
BELONGING

Oregonians have many opportunities to 
shop local and support small businesses. 
Research shows these choices are invest-
ments in our communities, keeping more 
resources in our local economies while also 
bolstering social capital and civic engage-

ment.51 At the same time, limited access to capital can 
affect our creative and cultural landscape in addition 
to our entrepreneurial ecosystem, with investors and 
businesses playing important roles in sustaining arts 
and culture. 

Want to explore further? Turn to Social Connection & 
Belonging, page 10.

 

REDD Businesses, Portland
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Places like elementary schools, high 

schools and community colleges serve as 

key local connectors for communities. 

They expand social networks for children 

and parents and can even act as hubs, 

hosting competitions and performances 

in our neighborhoods and rural areas. 

Communities increasingly look to today’s 

schools to supplement our food, health, 

child care and mental health systems. 

SECTION 3

Education

And while it is not as widely recognized or measured, 
postsecondary education is also a way for students to 
give back to their communities — especially for rural 
and tribal youth who can apply their skills back home. 
Society at large also benefits with a qualified work-
force, healthier populations and civic participation.1, 2, 3

At the individual level, research underscores the 
powerful role our formal education systems can play 
in supporting a breadth of definitions of success — 
for those who are able to access them. The impacts 
of education on careers and earnings are widely 
discussed and celebrated in the literature; as educa-
tional attainment increases with higher education, 

OMSI Black Family Science Night

32    TRACKING OREGON’S PROGRESS 2024

In this chapter
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	Q An experienced, supported and diverse 

teacher workforce
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	Q Postsecondary access and affordability
	Q Connection points



Community-based organizations play a critical role in 
our education landscape, and education is much more 
than classroom learning.

so do average earnings.4 However, these benefits 
have not been equally available to all. Disparities 
in education persist, with research suggesting 
that our school systems are not performing well 
enough to lay the groundwork for success for 
students of color, English-language learners and 
students with disabilities.5, 6 Quality instruction, 
designed for these students and relevant to their 
experiences, can narrow this gap.7, 8, 9

Often, we observe and measure the success of 
our educational systems with individual student 
achievement metrics like test scores, reading profi-
ciency, graduation rates or even postgraduation 
employment and earnings. But what are some of 
the structural conditions and measures that drive 
these outcomes? Many such indicators will focus 
on our formal education systems, providing signals 
on where to improve our schools to support 
community well-being. 

Schools are also part of a broader educational 
ecosystem where nonprofits supplement the school 
day to provide after-school programs or tutoring 
for students who aren’t getting what they need, or 
when we are expecting too much of schools. 

Recent research from our Latino/x Student Success 
Community Engagement and Advocacy grant 
program reaffirms two core lessons that have 
guided much of OCF’s work across the educational 
spectrum: Community-based organizations play 
a critical role in our education landscape, and 
education is much more than classroom learning. 
Community members hold a vision in which we 
are all students and teachers for one another.10 

As with the other focus areas in this report, we are 
concentrating here on just a handful of meaningful 
indicators within education. Researchers identify 
a host of additional factors that directly influence 
students — like empowering and rigorous content, 
early learning and family engagement — as well as 
indirect factors like school leadership quality and 
learning-ready facilities.11 Other factors, such as 
the deep-reaching influences of poverty and access 
to technology, are also foundational but are not 
covered in depth. 

	 Discussion of Key 
Indicators

PURPOSEFUL SCHOOL FUNDING & 
RESOURCES 

U.S. school funding has historically followed 
neighborhood wealth. This led to drastic differ-
ences in the funding available to school districts, 
which prompted 28 state supreme courts 
(including Oregon’s) to review the constitution-
ality of school funding from 1971 to 2010.12 The 
resulting court-mandated increases in district 
funding provide a rich body of evidence for how 
funding affects students and their communities. 
States and districts are reexamining funding 
streams, systems and newly available data to better 
understand what it takes to adequately resource 
schools and recognize underresourced areas. 

Over the past 10 years, a wave of research into 
similar funding shifts is demonstrating powerful 
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links between school funding for those who 
need it most and student outcomes. One promi-
nent national study has demonstrated that a 10% 
increase per student (throughout the public school 
years) improves high school graduation rates, 
raises earnings for students and their families by 
17%, and reduces adult poverty; these impacts are 
most powerful for students from low-income back-
grounds.13 Importantly, it’s not simply how many 
dollars are spent but how they are used and for 
whom. The study goes on to suggest that invest-
ments in lower student/teacher ratios, increased 
teacher salaries and increased instructional time 
can have substantial student impact. 

The amount needed to achieve an “adequate” 
education — let alone a rigorous one — will vary 
based on district, neighborhood and student. 
Both adequacy and equity are essential threads of 
national and state conversations on school funding. 
What resources does it take to ensure a quality 
education for Oregon students, given differences in 
backgrounds, cultures and schools? 

Adequate funding for Oregon school districts

Similar to other states, Oregon’s school resources 
were historically tied to neighborhood wealth. 
Until the 1990s, schools were primarily locally 
funded. Due to ballot measures with property tax 
limitations in the nineties, the balance of funding 
shifted, and the state took on more responsibility 
for education. Today, estimates range between 
66% and 80% for school funding that comes from 
the state’s General Fund — largely generated from 
personal income tax, lottery funds and marijuana 
taxes — with the remaining portion coming from 
federal and other sources.14, 15 

Unlike local dollars from property taxes, General 
Fund dollars are tied more closely to economic 
cycles, making education funding vulnerable 
to deep cuts during recessions. Looking across 
the decades, the state was a leader in education 
funding through the nineties (a robust decade for 
the state economically) until a recession hit in the 
early 2000s. The last couple of decades show that 
Oregon is catching up and now spends close to the 
U.S. average.16 (See Figure 10, page 35.) In terms of 

rankings, Oregon is 22nd among states for per- 
student funding with some states in the Northeast 
spending nearly twice as much in the 2021–2022 
school year.17 

Equity for Oregon students

Understanding and tracking school funding 
in Oregon is a complex exercise, with efforts 
underway to make school funding distribution 
more equitable, transparent and accountable. 
When schools were primarily locally funded, 
schools and districts had drastic differences in 
per-student funding. Since the state took the lead 
in funding, state education dollars have been 
distributed based on a funding formula that’s 
largely unchanged since the 1990s. This formula 
takes into account a number of student factors that 
may require more resources or tailored content, 
including the number of students; poverty; preg-
nancy or parenting status; special education and 
English-language learning needs; transporta-
tion costs; and variations in local taxes (such as 
districts with higher tax revenue receiving less 

Oaklea Middle School arts program
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Lomakatsi Restoration Project

FIGURE 10. Oregon was a leader in per-pupil spending through the 1990s compared to the U.S. average 
and is regaining strength. 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics. (2022). Current expenditure per pupil in average daily attendance in public elementary and 
secondary schools, by state or jurisdiction: Selected school years, 1969–70 through 2019–20. Digest 2022, Table 236.70. See also National 
Education Association. (2023, April). Rankings of the states 2022 and estimates of school statistics 2023. https://www.nea.org/sites/default/
files/2023-04/2023-rankings-and-estimates-report.pdf  Note: This chart shows per-student funding in K–12 public schools with dollars 
adjusted to 2021 value.
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from the state). From there, the district receives 
the allocated dollars and can decide how to use 
them; the funding formula doesn’t mandate that 
districts allocate their funds to schools or students 
that need more resources, nor does it offer guide-
lines on how the dollars are spent (e.g., toward 
things that research shows relate most closely to 
student impact). 

When talking about resource equity for students —
across income, geography or race — the funding 
formula helps but doesn’t always have positive 
results for students. Researchers have suggested 
that a more equitable form of resourcing “shifts 
the allocation and use of resources (people, time, 
and money) to create student experiences that 
enable all children to reach empowering, rigorous 
learning outcomes.”18 

Low-income, rural, English-language learners and/
or students of color often need more or different 
resources for academic success. In a typical year, 
Oregon’s intentional funding boosts for students 
from low-income backgrounds largely wash away 
when looking at the bigger picture and including 
local dollars and individual school fundraising.19 
Similar patterns can be seen for students of color, 
English-language learners and rural students, 
who are often getting similar amounts of funding 
(or just 5% higher or lower) compared to their 
wealthier, urban and/or white peers.20, 21, 22, 23 In 
contrast, states like Utah, Delaware and Minnesota 
ensure funding streams that move significantly 
more resources to lower-income school districts 
where they matter most.24 

It’s not just the levels of funding and other 
resources that matter (i.e., adequacy), but how 
they are applied and for whom (equity) that can 
make the difference toward engaged and rigorous, 
quality learning for Oregon youth. Oregon’s 
Student Success Act (SSA) is an important step 
toward equity and exemplifies a more tailored 
approach than other education funding streams 
in Oregon; it directs resources toward specific 
student groups to address long-standing gaps 
in education. The directed funding is especially 
important post-pandemic, as data on learning 
loss emerges to show that Oregon students fared 

worse compared to other states and their achieve-
ment gap widened.25 SSA funds were designed to 
improve equity at the state and local levels and 
infused $2.35 billion (2021–2023) to supplement the 
$9.3 billion from the state’s General Fund.26 Over 
half of the SSA funds were used toward student 
investment account grants, where districts devel-
oped goals and outcomes for traditionally margin-
alized students in partnership with educators and 
community members.27 SSA funds also provided 
much-needed resources for culturally specific 
planning across regions and supported systemwide 
efforts to expand access to food benefits at school. 
The investment was cited as a best practice by 
Oregon’s Quality Education Commission.28 

AN EXPERIENCED, SUPPORTED AND 
DIVERSE TEACHER WORKFORCE 

Teachers are integral to building and main-
taining a quality education system and can affect 
extended families and whole communities over 
the course of their careers. They steer engage-
ment, tend to classroom dynamics and set the 
stage for learning. Not surprisingly, teachers are 
one of the greatest assets in a school. Research has 

REAP Inc.
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FIGURE 11. To have experienced teachers of color, Oregon schools must retain them. Currently, 
Oregon is better at retaining white teachers than racially and ethnically diverse teachers.

Source: Oregon Department of Education, Educator Advancement Council. (2022, September). Educator equity report.  
https://www.oregon.gov/tspc/about/Publications_and_Reports/2022_Oregon_Educator_Equity_Report.pdf

demonstrated the importance of both the number 
of teachers in school and their experience.29, 30, 31 
Students benefit from durable connections with 
trusted adults, including educators like librar-
ians, specialists and coaches as well as formally 
licensed teachers and assistants.32 Experts on 
child development at Harvard University find 
that “the single most common factor for children 
who develop resilience is at least one stable and 
committed relationship with a supportive parent, 
caregiver, or other adult.”33 Teachers are often 
these very people.

Teachers shape students in powerful ways, and 
communities need teachers who believe in their 
students and see their promise and brilliance. 
The Oregon Department of Education’s Student 
Success Plans, developed in partnership with 
Oregon communities, emphasize how crucial it is 
for students to see teachers who look like them 
and can speak to student strengths, create safe 
spaces, and ensure culturally responsive teach-
ing.34, 35, 36 This is important because inequity and 
bias can creep into teaching practices — even 
unconsciously — and become embedded in 
school systems and undermine student potential. 

One nationally representative study revealed a 
marked difference in teacher expectations for 
higher education depending on whether the 
student and teacher came from similar racial/
ethnic backgrounds.37 And in Oregon specifically, 
ECOnorthwest found significant increases in 
on-time graduation when ninth-grade students of 
color had at least one race-congruent teacher.38 
Currently, 40% of Oregon students identify as 
students of color, while just 12% of teachers iden-
tify as teachers of color.39 Research is just starting 
to explore how a more diverse cadre of teachers 
could bring additional experience and perspective 
that benefits all students. 

To develop and maintain experienced teachers, 
Oregon needs smooth pathways for students to 
become teachers along with systemic supports 
to retain them. When parents were asked in 2018 
whether they would want their child to become a 
public school teacher, negative answers exceeded 
affirmative ones — the only time this has happened 
since the question was first asked in 1967. 

Once Oregon teachers become certified and find 
jobs, more than 60% of all first-year teachers 
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do not return. This retention challenge is most 
pronounced for teachers of color, with the highest 
exit rates seen among American Indian/Alaska 
Native (83%), Black/African American (82%) and 
Asian teachers (81%).40 National research shows 
a range of structural factors are responsible, 
from low wages and instability in the face of high 
student debt to negative experiences in educa-
tional institutions.41, 42 

The Department of Education publishes annual 
report cards for each school and district, which 
highlight metrics like teacher experience.43 Figure 
11 (page 37) shows that racially/ethnically diverse 
teachers often have fewer than five years’ expe-
rience (42%), compared to about one-quarter of 
white teachers. When students take the pathway to 
become educators, it’s critical to help them succeed 
and become the experienced teachers we need. 

INTEGRATED LEARNING FOR THE 
WHOLE CHILD 

Education is more than reading, writing and arith-
metic, and it stretches far beyond school buildings. 
Experts in education equate learning to weaving 
a rope, where different types of skills are braided 
together by the brain.44 Education is at its best 
and most effective when the social, emotional and 
cognitive elements of learning are woven together 
tightly. 

Students benefit from a more holistic approach to 
learning through improved academic performance, 
relationships, behaviors, and college and career 
success.45, 46 They can’t do it alone; to secure their 
learning, students need supportive environments 
that offer opportunities to practice, grow and make 
mistakes both in and out of school. 

SELF-A
WARENESS

Identify and reflect on one’s thoughts, 

emotions, behaviors, intersectional 

identity and capabilities across 

situations and environments.

Build personal and collective 
agency through management 
strategies that achieve goals 
and aspirations.

Develop social awareness  
that fosters a sense of belonging 

and leads to co-constructing 
equitable, thriving communities 

and a vibrant society.

Demonstrate curiosity and 
analysis of oneself and society 
to make caring choices that 
impact personal, social and 
collective well-being across 
situations and environments.

Establish and maintain healthy, 
supportive relationships and 
navigate diverse settings in order 
to collaboratively solve problems.

FIGURE 12. Oregon’s SEL standards for students and teachers are informed by the CASEL* model.
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Research continuously demonstrates the impor-
tance of what are variously called life, soft and 
noncognitive skills to educational and life success. 
A comprehensive review of social-emotional 
learning (SEL) interventions in schools found 
that students “experienced significantly improved 
skills, attitudes, behaviors, school climate and 
safety, peer relationships, school functioning, 
and academic achievement.”47 Further research 
suggests that skills like confidence, conflict resolu-
tion and problem-solving contribute meaningfully 
to well-being and may even rival academic and 
technical skills in their capacity to predict long-
term positive life outcomes.48 Work is underway to 
better document and understand what defines and 
supports SEL.

Educators also see the value in SEL. Nationwide, 
about 80% of elementary school principals and 

70% of high school principals reported imple-
menting an SEL program in the 2021–22 school 
year.49 Locally, Oregon passed House Bill 2166 to 
ensure school districts adopt an SEL framework 
and standards starting in 2024, bringing SEL to 
100% of Oregon’s districts. (See Figure 12, page 38.)

Importantly, ODE’s Transformative SEL 
Framework includes a focus on securing the 
opportunities that students (as well as the adults 
around them) need to secure SEL skills, and not 
just the skills themselves. The SEL umbrella of 
skills, behaviors and attitudes is broad; it needs to 
be customized to local communities and families 
and responsive to differences in cultural values and 
priorities. SEL outcomes like engagement, safety 
and a sense of belonging extend beyond students 
to families, caregivers, school staff and advocates 
as well. 

After-school and summer learning programs are 
vital in enriching students’ lives and preparing 
them for the future, and they employ SEL as one 
tool among many to create environments rich 
with hands-on learning and belonging. OCF’s 
own research has shown how out-of-school time 
programs complement the core school system and 
can play a particularly powerful role in supporting 
student engagement and SEL.50 Such opportunities 
extend academic learning and SEL beyond the 
school day and maintain gains over the summer, as 
well as offering wrap-around supports to supple-
ment student and family resources.

As mentioned above, post-pandemic learning 
losses in Oregon were more severe than in other 
states, and national experts urge deep investments 
in summer learning in particular.51 Through OCF’s 
Out-of-School Time Initiative, we’ve learned 
how useful it can be to build program capacity to 
measure quality and focus on improving the condi-
tions for student success.52 

Given the critical role after-school programming 
can play in preparing youth for school and life, 
opportunities exist to offer broader and longer-
term funding to support their continued partner-
ships with schools and families.

South Wasco Youth Programs

FIGURE 12. Oregon’s SEL standards for students and teachers are informed by the CASEL* model.
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POSTSECONDARY ACCESS & 
AFFORDABILIT Y

Postsecondary education is an investment in our 
collective future. It introduces students to a wider 
world of skill and opportunities, braiding together 
student aspirations, civic learning and democ-
racy, workforce needs and family economic liveli-
hood. Postsecondary degrees have become more 
important over the past 50 years as the power of a 
high school diploma to secure a “good job” greatly 
diminished.53 In five years, an estimated 70% of 
Oregon jobs will require more than a high school 
degree.54 

Additional training, degrees and certifications offer 
students more power to direct their own lives and 
expand their career choices.55 Today, people with 
postsecondary certificates or degrees are more 
likely to find employment, increase earnings and 
improve their health and civic participation — all 
of which can translate into benefits for the next 
generation.56, 57 For individuals, employers and 
their communities to reap the rewards, education 
needs to be financially accessible and appealing to 
aspiring students. 

While a bachelor’s degree continues to be a driver 
of economic and social mobility, it’s getting further 
and further out of reach for many students and 
families. Tuition and fees are only part of the story, 
and the portion that Oregon students are respon-
sible for after financial aid has more than doubled 
for a four-year degree since 1980.58 

National data shows that the cost of dorm housing 
has more than doubled as well.59 The full cost 
of attendance is much more than tuition when 
including books, supplies, transportation, housing 
and food. Perhaps accordingly, the appetite and 
expectations for bachelor’s degrees are declining. 
In 2011, about 9 out of 10 parents expected their 
child to seek a four-year degree.60 At this point, 
only about half of parents want a four-year degree 
for their child.61 Two-year or associate degrees are 
appealing because of the lower cost, but Oregon 
stands out among other states for the high cost of 
both degree types relative to income (See Figure 13, 
page 41.)

Although financial resources lessen the cost and 
expand student options for a variety of degrees 
after high school, they fall short of what students 
need. At the federal level, Pell grants provide up to 
$7,395 per year for low-income students but aren’t 
accessible to students without documentation.62 
Oregon Promise grants (specific to community 
college) award a maximum of $4,248 per year, 
while Oregon Opportunity grants provide up 
to $3,900 for an associate degree and $7,524 per 
year for a bachelor’s degree.63 The investment is 
essential, and at the same time, Oregon’s public 
investments in postsecondary financial aid are 
40% below the national average.64 Faced with this 
landscape of costs and the limits of financial aid, 
young adults are taking on unprecedented levels of 
student debt.65 

While college payoff is high when looking only at 
income, impacts to overall wealth are less clear. 
One Federal Reserve study shows that the overall 
wealth accumulation from a bachelor’s or post-
graduate degree has steadily declined since the 
1930s amid student loans, rising education costs 
and diminishing odds of graduation.66 And the 

Whether a student pursues a 

postsecondary degree has more 

to do with the cost and other 

barriers than with their brilliance 

and drive. Among high school 

students with exceptional test 

scores in math, only about 40% 

of students from low-income 

households continue on to 

college compared to about 80% 

of students from more affluent 

backgrounds. 

   MARKUS BROER & SAKIKO IKOMA (2015)
AMERICAN INSTITUTES FOR RESEARCH
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FIGURE 13. The percentage of family income needed to pay for a four-year or two-year degree is 
especially high in Oregon.

PUBLIC FOUR-YEAR COLLEGES/UNIVERSITIES PUBLIC TWO-YEAR COLLEGES/UNIVERSITIES

10.6–15.8 15.9–17.8 17.9–19.4 19.5–26.5

U.S. average: 18.2

0.0–13.0 13.1–13.9 14.0–15.3 15.4–18.8

U.S. average: 13.8

Source: NCHEMS Information Center for Higher Education Policymaking and Analysis (n.d.). Percent of family income needed to pay for 
college—by type of institution, 2018. http://www.higheredinfo.org/dbrowser/?level=nation&mode=map&state=&submeasure=77

benefits are uneven. Given different life circum-
stances and opportunities, the long-term impact 
of a bachelor’s degree or higher is greatest for 
white students.67 Also, women and people of color 
are more likely to take out loans but are generally 
paid less than white men, who will earn more 
and be able to pay off loans more easily.68, 69 Such 
studies are challenging long-held narratives about 
the universal financial benefits of a bachelor’s 
degree or higher. 

An affordable education with minimal debt allows 
students and graduates more freedom to pursue 
their dreams. Young entrepreneurs who need 
capital have better prospects without early debt.70 
Parents living with low incomes are better able to 
save for their retirement without the high-interest 
loans needed to finance their child’s education.71 
Without student debt, graduates are more likely to 
return to their rural hometown instead of seeking 
higher-paying opportunities in the city.72 

And if homebuying is one of the early avenues to 
building wealth and stability, the student without 

debt is able to purchase a home nine years before 
the average undergraduate borrower.73 

Higher education is at an inflection point; the 
narrative continues to promise big payoffs, the 
workforce needs advanced degrees, and yet the 
benefits of a degree aren’t panning out for many 
of our students in the ways we expect. 

The more options there are for postsecondary 
education, and pathways into and beyond that 
education, the more affordable those options 
are and the more education can deliver on its 
promise to support the potential of Oregonians. 
More parents today are encouraging their chil-
dren toward career and technical training, 
or focusing on entrepreneurship, military or 
community service as paths to satisfying work.74 

Ultimately, students want opportunities to find 
meaningful jobs, and parents want that for their 
children as well. We have an opportunity for our 
systems to better support the educational path-
ways to help them get there. 

       SECTION 3: Education    41

http://www.higheredinfo.org/dbrowser/?level=nation&mode=map&state=&submeasure=77


	 Exploring Connection 
Points

EDUCATION + HOUSING

Many students strive to get an education 
without a stable place to sleep. In 2022–
2023, almost 21,500 Oregon K–12 
students experienced houselessness.75 And 
in school districts like McKenzie, Butte 
Falls, Arlington and Phoenix-Talent, this 

amounted to 20% or more of students. Many more 
students have high mobility and frequently move from 
home to home, even if they aren’t considered 
unhoused or homeless. Beyond K–12, more than half 
of students surveyed across Oregon’s 17 community 
colleges were experiencing housing insecurity.76 
Colleges and universities in Oregon are piloting new 
tactics to ease the housing burden on students who 
might not otherwise enroll or stay in school. 
Conditions for success, including basic needs, are 
increasingly a concern for schools. If a student doesn’t 
have a safe place to sleep or hasn’t eaten that day, 
they can’t focus and engage in the same way.

Want to explore further? Turn to Housing, page 64.

EDUCATION + SOCIAL CONNECTION & 
BELONGING

For many Americans, schools are one of 
the first places we make social connec-
tions outside our families or neighbors. 
These connections can help promote 
well-being and reduce depression and 
anxiety.77 New research also shows that 

relationships between students who come from 
different economic backgrounds are a primary driver 
of economic mobility in adulthood, influencing how 
much we earn even more than third-grade math test 
scores.78 The people and potential friendships we’re 
exposed to through our education matter. Social 
connections made through school matter for parents 
and caregivers too. The famous African proverb says 
“it takes a village to raise a child,” and schools can be a 
place to find that “village.” Schools of all types — from 
local elementary schools to community colleges —
often serve as hubs for connection in one way or 
another (e.g., by hosting school or community events 
and providing information or resources).

Want to explore further? Turn to Social Connection & 
Belonging, page 10.

Maupin Civic Center
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In this report, we examine the systems and struc-
tures that support our collective well-being in areas 
of housing, health, education, economy, social 
connection and belonging, and the natural and built 
environment. These focus areas help us break down 
many factors that matter for our well-being into 
more manageable sections. 

However, our experiences of these systems are 
more complicated. Issues may not fit cleanly in one 
category or another; they intersect and overlap, 
and the conditions of success for our communities 
are often entangled. 

When one part of a community’s system of 
supports is not working well, it can have major 
consequences for others. When they are working 
well, they mutually reinforce each other, creating 
and sustaining conditions for thriving communities.

Our child care system is a prime example of these 
connections and dependencies. Child care provides 
critical infrastructure to support young fami-
lies, economic participation and school readiness 
across this report’s focus areas. The type of care 
varies from informal solutions to more formal 
arrangements with in-home providers, centers and 
preschools; how well the model fits each family’s 
unique needs and culture is central to its quality 
and success.
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The availability of high-quality, affordable and stable 
child care is a key component of a healthy, thriving 
community. It’s no surprise that child care matters 
to Oregonians; in the March 2022 Oregon Values 
and Beliefs Survey, 79% stated that making child care 
more affordable is important.1 

Child care provides lifelong benefits to children. 
Developmentally, the early years are some of the 
most influential times in a child’s life. Positive early 
caregiving relationships help children develop new 
skills and capabilities, lay foundations for healthy lives 
and minds, and can also help protect children from 
the negative impacts of adverse childhood experienc-
es.2,3 Child care settings cultivate learning, allowing 
children to explore and experiment with possibilities. 
Random and unpredictable opportunities for play —
with others and with our environments — help us 
become experts at flexibility and adaptability.4 Child 
care providers also help identify individual develop-
mental needs to ensure the growth and learning each 
child deserves.

At both the individual and societal levels, child care 
is well worth the investment. Recent large-scale 
studies link preschool interventions with greater high 
school graduation, increased adult earnings and even 
decreases in crime.5, 6, 7 Economists find that preschools 
and child care settings are some of the most effective 
and efficient ways to prepare children cognitively for 

elementary school and life.8 In the long run, commu-
nity investments in quality child care programs pay for 
themselves with a return of $4 to $9 for each dollar 
invested.9 

Child care not only provides positive impacts on chil-
dren and families but is also an economic driver in its 
own right, with estimates of 25,000 people employed 
due to the industry. This translates into about $496 
million in direct revenue and $492 million in spillover 
revenue each year, returning substantial dollars to the 
economy.10 

When child care is affordable and accessible, it 
allows parents and guardians to participate in paid 
work and contribute to their community more fully. 
National research is increasingly demonstrating the 
links between child care, parental employment and 
economic growth, with estimates that American busi-
nesses lose up to $12.7 billion annually because of their 
employees’ child care challenges and that the child 
care crisis costs roughly $57 billion each year in lost 
earnings, productivity and revenue.11 

Across rural and urban areas of Oregon, over 
one-third of caregivers with children ages 0–5 report 
that child care issues led to employment issues for 
someone in their family, whether that meant turning 
down opportunities or needing to quit or change jobs.12  
The personal costs to mothers, who disproportionately 
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provide unpaid caregiving, are 
outsized.13  A 2018 survey from 
the Center for American Progress 
found that mothers were 40% 
more likely than fathers to report 
feeling the negative impact of 
child care issues on their careers.14 

Oregon has recently seen some 
improvement from its most severe 
and extended dry spell in availabil-
ity. In 2018, every county in the 
state was considered a child care 
desert for infants and toddlers 
(i.e., a place where child care is 
very scarce). Public funding for 
infants and toddlers increased 
between 2020 and 2022, but 
most counties remain child care 

deserts — especially for infant 
care — and rural counties are far 
more likely to be severe deserts 
than their urban counterparts. 
(See Figure 14, above.) Whereas 
there were eight infants and 
toddlers for every child care spot 
statewide in 2018, there were six 
for each spot in 2022.15

The picture has been somewhat 
better for families with chil-
dren ages 3 to 5, but it is still 
notably constrained, with three 
preschool-age children for every 
available child care slot in the 
state and half of Oregon coun-
ties considered child care deserts 
for this group. Even where child 

care is more available, high costs 
limit access to this vital support 
system and economic engine. The 
annual amount Oregonians pay 
for child care now rivals housing 
and college expenses; $13,616 for 
one year of infant care surpasses 
the average cost of rent by nearly 
$1,500.16  On average, child care 
costs take up 23% of household 
income for families across the 
state, with a range between coun-
ties of 18% to 30%. 

Oregon is not alone in facing this 
challenge; the typical U.S. cost 
burden of child care is 25%, and 
the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services posits that 

FIGURE 14. Almost every county in Oregon is considered a child care desert for infants. 

The availability of child care spaces for infants is extremely low and only somewhat better for older children. 
Regulated child care slots include slots in certified centers, certified family homes, registered family homes and 
exempt programs that have public slots.

Source: Pratt, M., & Sektnan, M. (2022). Oregon’s child care deserts 2022: Mapping supply by age group and percentage of publicly funded slots. 
Oregon Department of Early Learning and Care. https://health.oregonstate.edu/sites/health.oregonstate.edu/files/early-learners/pdf/research-
oregons_child_care_deserts_2022.pdf
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when child care exceeds 7% of 
household income, it is no longer 
affordable.17  

Combined factors contribute to 
these shortages and prohibitive 
costs. Oregon child care providers 
face ongoing funding, staffing and 
facility challenges that make it 
hard for them to make ends meet. 
Also, the United States invests 
less in child care than almost 
every other developed nation, 
ranking 35th out of 37 nations 
tracked by the  Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and 
Development when stacked up by 
our public investment in child care 
as a proportion of GDP.18  

Faced with governmental under-
investment (estimated by the 
Oregon Department of Early 
Learning and Care to be $220 
million as of January 2024), 
providers and families are getting 
squeezed.19  When providers are 
unable to raise prices because 
parents cannot afford to pay 
more, they compensate by trim-
ming costs, often for their staff.20 
Nationally, child care workers 
earn an average annual salary of 
$24,230, putting them in the 
bottom 2% of U.S. occupations.21  

Local research has documented  
the caring and commitment of 
Oregon’s child care staff, but low 

pay and gaps in support and train-
ing make it hard for them to stay 
in the field, with median hourly 
wages in the $15–$20 range 
for teachers in center-based 
care.22, 23  Inevitably, the result-
ing shortages have downstream 
impacts on parents, employers 
and communities. Families in rural 
and frontier regions, low-income 
areas and communities of color 
typically bear the brunt of these 
system failures.24 

72% of Oregonians say that finding affordable, 
high-quality child care is difficult.
OREGON VALUES & BELIEFS CENTER (2022)

St. Johns Book Swap
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The concept of health has historically 

been interpreted as a simple absence 

of physical disease. Today, increasing 

attention to the multiple dimensions of 

well-being, and the intertwined systems 

and conditions that support healthy 

communities, is fundamentally shifting 

this understanding and definition. 

SECTION 4

Health

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines 
health as “a state of complete physical, mental, and 
social well-being and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity.”1 

Health impacts all aspects of our lives. Our physical, 
mental and emotional well-being affects our ability 
to learn in the classroom, work in our chosen profes-
sions and engage in our communities. And research 
continues to document the important links between 
mental and physical well-being, including depres-
sion, chronic diseases and cancers.2 The connection 
between health and other aspects of well-being 
was driven home over the course of the COVID-19 

In this chapter
	Q Healthy, affordable food
	Q Access to health insurance and costs 

of care
	Q Available and affirming care
	Q Public investments
	Q Connection points

Madras Community Food Pantry
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We need access to health care when we are sick, but 
we also need access to the resources, supports and 
systems that keep us well.

“Policies intended to create conditions 
for health for everyone—like equal 
access to quality care, housing, 
employment and education—when 
applied differently, often exacerbate 
inequities. Communities of color, 
tribal communities, people living in 
rural Oregon and people with lower 
income in particular have been and 
continue to be systematically more 
exposed to health hazards while not 
receiving equal resources to support 
resilience.”

  OREGON HEALTH AUTHORITY (2022).
PUBLIC HEALTH MODERNIZATION: FUNDING  
REPORT TO LEGISLATIVE FISCAL OFFICE

HEALTH CARE ACCESS 
& QUALITY

NEIGHBORHOOD & BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT

SOCIAL & COMMUNITY  
CONTEXT

EDUCATION 
ACCESS & 
QUALITY

ECONOMIC 
STABILITY

FIGURE 15. Social determinants of health. 

Source: Healthy People 2030, U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, Office of Disease Prevention and 
Health Promotion.

pandemic, which not only affected our physical 
health but also our economic livelihoods, educa-
tional progress and opportunities to connect in 
community.

Focusing on prevention is critical to personal well-
being, community well-being and community 
health. We need access to health care when we 
are sick, but we also need access to the resources, 
supports and systems that keep us well. 

A social determinants of health (SDOH) 
model, as adopted by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, recognizes the role of 

nonmedical factors in health outcomes — things 
that shape the conditions of our daily lives like 
economic policies and systems, social norms, 
social policies, racism, environment, climate and 
political systems.3, 4 (See Figure 15, above). Every 
aspect of our lives contributes to our health, 
whether positively or negatively. Rather than 
thinking about health as primarily the result 
of individual decisions or genetic risk factors, 
SDOH understands personal and community 
health as a symptom of interconnected systems 
and infrastructures that shape the distribution of 
money, power and resources.5 
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In many ways, all seven focus 
areas in this report contribute 
to our health, as the indicators 
explored across the report 
demonstrate; focusing on the 
systems and structures within 
each will inevitably improve 
individual and community 
health. Research suggests that 
SDOH factors can be even 
more important than access to 
health care, driving up to 50% 
of health outcomes.6 (See Figure 
16, below.) OCF’s previous 
TOP research illustrated the 
importance of place and ZIP 
code in shaping economic 
opportunity.7 The Child 
Opportunity Index shows a 
strong relationship between 
the conditions and resources in 
our neighborhoods and our life 
expectancy at birth, translating 
into a seven-year difference in 
longevity between people born 

in very low-opportunity neigh-
borhoods (life expectancy of 
75) and those in very high-op-
portunity neighborhoods (life 
expectancy of 82).8, 9 

Social determinants play a 
particularly important role 
across populations. Gender 
discrimination that dispro-
portionately impacts women 
and girls has implications for 
every part of life, including 
access to health care and 
exposure to disease and 
gender-based violence.10 

People who identify as 
LGBTQ+ disproportion-
ately experience depression, 
anxiety, post-traumatic stress, 
substance use and suicidality, 
often in response to external 
and internalized stressors 
produced by an oppressive 
environment.11, 12 

FIGURE 16.  Health outcomes are impacted by various factors.

People of color not only experi-
ence higher rates of illness across 
a wide range of health conditions, 
but they also get sicker and have 
higher rates of mortality.13 For 
example, both the diagnosis of 
cancer and the death rate from 
cancer are highest in Black men, 
and the life expectancy of Black 
Americans is four years lower 
than that of white Americans.14, 15 

The psychological stressor of 
racism alone has been linked to 
the prevalence of cardiovascular 
disease and high blood pressure 
in Latino/x and Black popula-
tions in the United States,16 and a 
22-year longitudinal study of Black 
women found that experiencing 
racism in employment, housing 
and interactions with police was 
associated with a 26% higher risk 
of coronary heart disease.17 

Finally, no discussion of health 
can ignore the lessons of COVID-
19, which laid bare the importance 
of a robust public health infra-
structure nationally and globally. 
The United States suffered more 
COVID-19 deaths than any other 
country in the world, with dispro-
portionate impacts on people of 
color and low-income communi-
ties — an especially stark contrast 
with countries that invested in 
public health preparedness before 
the pandemic.18 

Widening racial/ethnic dispari-
ties in COVID-19 mortality and 
comorbidities, and their implica-
tions for our future well-being, 
have only magnified our need 
to address the broader societal 
conditions at the root of poor 
mental, behavioral and physical 
health outcomes.19 

Source: University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute. (n.d.). Explore health topics. 
https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/what-impacts-health/county-health-rankings-model
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In this chapter, we focus our attention on some of 
the elements of our health systems and structures 
that contribute to our well-being while under-
standing that they are just one piece of a larger 
puzzle. A strong public health system is essen-
tial to support community health across Oregon, 
along with healthy environments and an array 
of well-functioning partner systems. COVID-19 
revealed gaps in our ability to respond to public 
health and other emerging health threats, as well 
as to meet our goal of achieving equitable, commu-
nity-centered and accountable services.20 

	 Discussion of Key 
Indicators

HEALTHY, AFFORDABLE FOOD 

Research shows that the availability of 
grocery stores or markets and safe spaces 
to exercise correlates with improved health 
outcomes.21, 22 Conversely, food deserts (areas 
where people have very limited access to healthy, 
affordable food through markets23) are linked with 
a higher prevalence of overweight/obesity and 
premature death;24, 25 and food insecurity (a lack 
of consistent access to food) is related to negative 
health outcomes such as weight gain, premature 
mortality, asthma and activity limitations, as well 
as increased health care costs.26, 27, 28, 29 ￼  ￼ ￼   

Access to healthy foods is important to all 
Oregonians; between 72% and 81% support using 
tax dollars to increase access to affordable, healthy 
and culturally appropriate foods for families, with 
no significant differences in support between 
respondents of different racial/ethnic identities, 
education levels, urbanicity or income levels.30 

In Oregon, 5% of people have low incomes and 
do not live close to a grocery store, limiting their 
ability to access healthy foods. In addition, 10% 
of Oregonians do not have any reliable source of 
food. This translates to an overall food environment 
index score of 8.1 out of a possible 10 (1 being the 
worst and 10 being the best), with ranges from 6.3 
to 9.4 (and one notable outlier on the lower end 

of the scale).31 Other sources estimate that 1 in 5 
people face hunger in rural, urban and suburban 
communities throughout the state. This represents 
a dramatic increase from the 1 in 11 Oregonians 
who were food-insecure before the pandemic 
and is driven by the ongoing economic fallout of 
COVID-19 and the rising cost of food and hous-
ing.32 Note, too, that food availability doesn’t neces-
sarily result in culturally appropriate offerings (a 
term that refers both to the food itself and the 
cultural practices around its preparation); further 
research may be needed to understand the food 
environment index landscape more fully. 

ACCESS TO HEALTH INSURANCE & COSTS 
OF CARE

In the U.S. health system, health insurance func-
tions as a gateway to accessing available care. 
Without it, health services are more likely to be 
prohibitively expensive. Policy and insurance 
market reforms authorized by the Affordable Care 

Act (ACA) have significantly increased the number 
of Oregonians with health insurance in recent 
years. Offering insurance is also popular among 
Oregonians; when asked specifically about the 
Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) —
which provides health care to all children from 
low-income families in the state, regardless of 

White Bird Clinic
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documentation status — 85% of Oregonians felt 
positively about this program.33 

Fewer than 10% of Oregonians were uninsured 
as of 2o21, ranking the state 19th in the country.34￼  
However, important coverage disparities persist 
by county (particularly in Malheur, Morrow 
and Umatilla, where 17%–20% of the population 
remains uninsured35) and by population (e.g., 24% 
of Latino/x/Hispanic and 16% of American Indian/
Alaska Native Oregonians are uninsured36). 

This is especially important given the positive 
impact of insurance. Studies find that people with 
insurance coverage tend to fare better on signifi-
cant indicators, including the likelihood of having 
a personal doctor;37 obtaining early diagnosis 
and treatment;38, 39,  access to behavioral health 
and substance use disorder treatment;40 access to 
prescription drug therapies;41, 42, 43  and a decrease 
in mortality.44 In Oregon specifically, people who 
became eligible for Medicaid experienced lower 
rates of depression than those who did not.45 

Even with insurance, and despite advances made 
by the ACA, the high cost of wellness can jeopar-
dize individuals’ and families’ financial well-being. 
Out-of-pocket costs remain burdensome even with 
coverage, rising disproportionately to household 
income. A study by Kaiser Family Foundation 

finds that since 201o, average family premiums 
for employer-sponsored health insurance have 
increased by 55% — at least twice as fast as wages 
(27%) and inflation (19%).46 A study by Oregon 
Health Authority shows that the state’s per-person 
health care costs grew by 49% (an average of 
almost 7% annually) between 2013 and 2019, 
outpacing both income and inflation. (See Figure 17, 
above.) This growth rate is faster than the national 
average, although health care in Oregon tends to 
be less expensive in sheer dollar amounts.47 

While Oregon offers some level of protection 
against medical debt,48 two-thirds of those filing for 
bankruptcy nationally cite medical issues as a key 
reason for their financial downfall. Estimates say 
as many as 40% of U.S. adults are currently in debt 
because of medical or dental bills.49, 50 Nationwide, 
at least $88 billion in estimated medical debt is on 
consumer credit records, with Black and Hispanic 
people, young adults and low-income people of 
all races and ethnicities being likely to have more 
medical debt than the national average.51 

AVAIL ABLE & AFFIRMING CARE 

When considering overall state health system 
performance, Oregon ranks 14th in the country 
and 4 out of 6 among Western states (Alaska, 
California, Hawaii, Nevada and Washington). 
These rankings are based on 56 indicators of 

Source: Oregon Health Authority. 
(2022). Health care costs trends: State 
and market-level cost growth in Oregon 
2013–2019. https://www.oregon.gov/
oha/HPA/HP/Cost%20Growth%20
Target%20documents/Oregon-Health-
Care-Cost-Trends-Report-2013-2019-
FINAL.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_
source=govdeliv 

FIGURE 17. Per-person health care costs in Oregon grew faster than per-person income between 
2013 and 2019.
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31.5% 
PER-PERSON 
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access and affordability; prevention and treat-
ment; available hospital use and cost; healthy lives; 
income disparity; and racial and ethnic equity.52 

The Commonwealth Fund’s examination of how 
statewide health care systems held up during 
the pandemic ranks Oregon fifth in the nation 
(through March 2022), noting that our ICUs were 
full for less time than many other states.53 Oregon 
is also a national leader in forming a network of 
coordinated care organizations (CCOs) that span 
physical, mental, behavioral and dental health care 
under the Oregon Health Plan (OHP/Medicaid).54 
OHP continues to lead as it begins testing innova-
tions using $1.1 billion in federal funding to expand 
coverage for health-related social needs such as 
food assistance and housing benefits.55

But important gaps remain. Compared with other 
U.S. states, Oregon has the highest prevalence 
of mental health and substance use issues.56 
According to Mental Health America, it ranks as 
one of the worst states when it comes to mental 
illness prevalence and access to care for adults, 
and as the absolute worst for youth.57

Oregon is also listed as a health professional 
shortage area (HPSA) by the U.S. Health 
Resources and Services Administration, meeting 
only 29% of its need as of fall 2022.58 Under HPSA 
classification, almost all counties in Oregon 
have a high overall need for health care.59 (See 
Figure 18, right.) The story is only slightly better 
when it comes to dental care (32% of need met) 
and primary health care (64% of need met). For 
substance use disorder specifically, recent anal-
ysis shows a 49% gap in unmet treatment needs, 
including prevention, harm reduction, treatment 
and recovery services.60 

Rural regions experience higher rates of unmet 
needs for all services due to combined factors 
including lack of providers, distance to services, 
lack of transportation or child care, stigma asso-
ciated with seeking care and, in some cases, state 
requirements and guidelines around treatment 
models (requirements that hinder urban areas as 
well). This exemplifies the lack of health care for 
those who aren’t clustered along the Interstate 5 

FIGURE 18. Most Oregon counties qualify as health 

professional shortage areas (HPSAs). 

HPSAs can be based on geography, population 
or facilities. Learn more at https://bhw.hrsa.gov/
workforce-shortage-areas/shortage-designation 

MENTAL HEALTH CARE

DENTAL CARE

WHOLE COUNTY 
IS HPSA

PART OF COUNTY 
IS HPSA

NONE OF COUNTY 
IS HPSA

PRIMARY CARE

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Health Resources and Services Administration. (2024). RHIhub 
maps on rural health workforce. Rural Health Information Hub. 
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-maps/health-workforce
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corridor, particularly for behavioral health needs. 
Some services, like psychiatric care for chil-
dren, are virtually nonexistent outside of Metro 
Portland.61, 62 The U.S. Government Accountability 
Office estimates that rural residents travel an 
average of 24 miles for inpatient care and 45 for 
alcohol or drug treatment compared to their urban 
peers, who travel about 4 miles for inpatient and 6 
miles for alcohol or drug care.63 

Gaps are especially acute for those seeking cultur-
ally and linguistically specific care. Oregon is one 
of only 10 states requiring cultural competency 
training for licensed health professionals,64 but 
research continues to show that racial/ethnic 
inequities persist across all state health systems,65 
with nondominant and non-English speaking 
Oregonians experiencing high rates of racism, 
discrimination and bias in medical settings.66 

Mental health professionals in Oregon are also 
less diverse than the state population; the Oregon 

Board of Licensed Professional Counselors and 
Therapists estimates that just 7% of Oregon 
therapists are people of color, compared to 25% of 
Oregonians overall.67 A report on Latino mental 
health in the state also documents the lack of 
culturally specific mental health providers, espe-
cially in rural areas.68 

This is echoed by research from KGR&C on 
behalf of OCF, which found that among those 
who are licensed to provide mental or behavioral 
health services, it is rare to find practitioners 
from nondominant cultural backgrounds or with 
nondominant identities.69 

Most recently, a community-led research project 
conducted by the Coalition of Communities of 
Color on behalf of Oregon Health Authority 
demonstrated that previous negative experiences 
cause nondominant patients to hesitate in seeking 
behavioral health providers or services.70 (See 
Figure 19, below.) Given this staffing challenge, 

FIGURE 19.  Barriers to accessing behavioral health services.

From English-language survey (N=259).

DISTANCE 	Q CCO/health provider is too far away.
	Q Don’t have access to transportation.
	Q Don’t have access to child care.
	Q The service(s) I/we need is not available near me.

CULTURAL & LINGUISTIC
BARRIERS

	Q Provider cannot communicate in a language that I’m comfortable using.
	Q Provider doesn’t have the same cultural background as me.
	Q Information about services is not provided in a language I’m comfortable using.
	Q Don’t trust that my CCO/health provider will be respectful of my cultural values.

PROCESS 	Q Process for making an appointment with a provider is difficult.

COMMUNICATION 	Q Don’t have consistent access to internet for virtual appointments.
	Q Not aware of what services are available near me.

SAFET Y 	Q Don’t feel safe visiting my provider.

INSURANCE 	Q Don’t have health insurance.
	Q The service(s) I/we need is not covered by my insurance.

Source: Coalition of Communities of Color. (2021). English-language survey: Investing in culturally and linguistically responsive 
behavioral health care in Oregon. https://www.coalitioncommunitiescolor.org/research-and-publications/2021-behavioral-health-eng 
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organizations like the Oregon Mental Health 
Regulatory Agency are considering what they can 
do to mitigate disparities in the representation of 
people of color in mental health professions.71 

Access to equitable and affirming health care is 
also limited for members of the LGBTQ+ commu-
nity due to the discrimination and mistreatment 
they experience in the health care system.72 
Multiple research studies have documented the 
importance of gender-affirming care (medical 
and psychosocial health care designed to affirm 
people’s gender identities) to the mental health 
and overall well-being of gender-diverse, trans-
gender and nonbinary children and adoles-
cents.73, 74 These studies have documented that 
when this need is met, resiliency and other 
positive outcomes increase.75 But access remains 
elusive. As an example, while gender-affirming 
health services in many parts of Oregon are often 
perceived as relatively trans-friendly compared 
to other U.S. states (i.e., inclusion of hormone 
therapy in OHP and availability of informed 
consent hormone therapy), a recent study high-
lights how economic and social discrimination 
limits people from accessing these services.76 

PUBLIC INVESTMENTS

The importance of investing in public health infra-
structure cannot be overstated.77 Research links 
increased public health spending to a host of posi-
tive outcomes, associating even a $10 per-capita 
increase in local public health spending with lower 
mortality rates and better health overall.78, 79 

Additional research suggests that every $1 invested 
in public health interventions focused on common 
chronic conditions such as diabetes and cardio-
vascular disease recoups at least $5 in health care 
savings.80, 81 One study in California estimated an 
impressive $67–$88 in benefit to society for every 
$1 invested in public health.82 Further state-level 
analyses show how increases in public health 
spending reduce Medicare utilization (particu-
larly in areas with high poverty, high uninsurance 
rates and fewer medical professionals).83 Yet of 
the roughly $3.8 trillion dollars spent on health 
in the United States, less than 3% is spent on 

public health, which represents a decline from the 
amount spent in 2000.84 Oregon has responded by 
stepping up public funding in this area. In 2021, 
the Oregon Legislature allocated an additional $45 
million in funding, bringing total dollars in public 
health modernization since 2017 to $60.6 million.85 

Investments in 2023–2025 aim to accelerate  
work toward health equity for communities of 
color, tribal communities, immigrant and refugee 
communities, LGBTQ+ communities, people in 
rural areas, people with low incomes, and those 
experiencing intersecting oppressions. According 
to an Oregon Health Authority report, an addi-
tional $276 million in state funds will be needed to 
implement these priorities along with communi-
ty-based organizations and other providers.86 

The increase in funding, attention and initia-
tives is welcome, but given the gaps mentioned 
above, we need to ensure that these investments 
respond to community needs and translate into 
the increased health equity across populations and 
places that Oregon needs. Research suggests that 
this work entails not just a financial investment, 
but also funding and working with communities 
and those organizations they already trust, as well 
as coordinating and desiloing across agencies, 
partners and stakeholders.87 

PAC Adult Daycare Services
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	 Exploring Connection 
Points

HEALTH + NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Extensive research has demonstrated the 
negative health impacts of air pollutants 
such as ozone and particulate matter, 
most prominently in the prevalence and 
seriousness of lung and heart diseases.88  
A recent report from the Oregon 

Department of Environmental Quality finds an uptick 
in the number of days that areas across Oregon have 
hit dangerous air pollution levels due to wildfires,89 and 
the Oregon Environmental Council has estimated that 
the state‘s cost of environmentally attributable disease 
and disability for adults and children combined is at 
least $1.57 billion annually. For children alone, these 
costs amount to $1.1 billion per year, in a range of 
$984 million to 1.29 billion.90

Want to explore further? Turn to Natural Environment, 
page 76. 

HEALTH + HOUSING

Access to affordable, safe and stable 
housing is basic to community health. 
Oregon’s housing crisis is exacerbating 
economic challenges locally. Many 
businesses are unable to hire people 
because they can’t find housing. As just 

one example, prospective health care hires face a lack 
of readily available affordable housing, especially in 
coastal and rural communities. In John Day, efforts are 
underway to reimagine and rebuild the entire town to 
meet the demand for income and housing type, 
including places where doctors and other medical 
professionals can settle.91, 92 

Want to explore further? Turn to Housing, page 64. 

HEALTH + ECONOMY

Medicaid expansions have proven to be a 
huge local driver for our economy and 
personal finances, generating jobs and 
income, improving health and lowering 
debt.93, 94 Oregon added over 23,000 
health care jobs from 2013 to 2016 — a 

rate that outpaced those of states that did not expand 
Medicaid coverage. And Oregon’s reforms have saved 
state and federal taxpayers an estimated $1.3 billion, 
with hospitals in particular reporting fewer losses from 
uncompensated care costs (a decline from $845 
million in 2013 to $315 million in 2015).95

Want to explore further? Turn to Economy, page 20.

Trust for Public Land
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Access to safe, stable and affordable 

housing is vital to thriving 

communities. It supports strong social 

networks and vibrant civic, social, 

cultural and religious institutions, 

as well as a sense of security and 

belonging in our neighborhoods and 

communities. Housing is one of the 

best-researched social determinants 

of health, and the connection between 

housing and health is clear.  

SECTION 5

Housing

Housing stability, quality, safety and affordability 
affect physical, emotional and mental well-being.1 
Affordable housing helps ensure that people have 
a stable home base and opens up opportunities for 
them to invest in their families, health and education.2 
Students in stable housing are more likely to thrive in 
school than their peers without, and their classmates 
also benefit as less time is needed for catching up and 
review.3 In addition, research shows that the makeup 
of affordable housing in the community where we 
live also matters: Children benefit educationally and 
economically from growing up in lower-poverty, 
higher-opportunity neighborhoods with more racially 
and economically integrated housing.4, 5 

In this chapter
	Q Housing availability
	Q Housing options
	Q Housing affordability
	Q Connection points
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Children benefit from growing up in lower poverty, 
higher opportunity neighborhoods with more racially 
and economically integrated housing. 

Housing is top of mind for Oregonians today. 
When asked in a 2022 survey what issue public 
officials most need to address — both statewide 
and within diverse demographic and geographic 
groups — their most frequent response was 
homelessness, followed by affordable housing.6 
Oregonians’ responses reflect that homelessness is 
a housing issue with complex connections to other 
systems that contribute to housing insecurity and 
an inadequate social safety net, such as a lack of 
mental health and substance use services. 

Decades of research support this understanding 
and demonstrate the effectiveness of “housing 
first” approaches that prioritize getting people 
housed and then providing supportive services 
to help them stay housed.7 Many unhoused 
Oregonians are families, women and older 
adults — a starkly disproportionate share of whom 
identify as LGBTQ+, Black or Indigenous.8, 9 And 
while we might think of homelessness as an urban 
issue, it’s also a major — though often less visible —
concern in our rural communities. Indeed, the 
most recent state health assessment (2018) noted 
that Oregon’s highest rates of per-capita home-
lessness were found in largely rural Clatsop, 
Tillamook, Josephine and Wasco counties.10 
Research suggests that the benefits of reducing 
homelessness can also extend to entire communi-
ties, in part by improving overall economic condi-
tions and the efficiency and effectiveness of local 
health and human services systems.11

We often study “housing” at the individual or 
household level by looking at things like home-
lessness rates. Sometimes, this leads us to talk 

about community-level or structural indicators. 
In the case of homelessness, we might examine 
some systemic contributors like income supports 
or health care access (which are discussed in the 
Economy and Health areas of this report). Here, 
we start by considering conditions for success: If 
we think about well-being measures as outcomes, 
what housing-related factors lead to the conditions 
and patterns we see in our communities?

	 Discussion of Key 
Indicators

HOUSING AVAIL ABILIT Y 

In Oregon, construction has not kept pace with 
population growth; just 63 new housing units 
were produced for every 100 households formed 
in recent years. This results in a low vacancy 
rate, raises housing costs and contributes to high 
rents and cost-burdening.12 Further, research 
shows that constrained housing markets are the 
primary driver of homelessness nationwide. 
Characteristics of those markets (e.g., the cost 
and availability of rental housing) best predict the 
rates of homelessness in different places across 
the country, while other commonly heard expla-
nations—like drug use, mental illness, poverty or 
local political context—fail to do so.13, 14 

Oregon has been underproducing housing for 
about 20 years, resulting in a compounding 
shortage year over year. While disruptions to 
the housing market during the 2008 recession 
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exacerbated the problem, our current housing 
undersupply reflects a longer trend driven by 
regulations and zoning policies that limit new 
construction.15 To catch up and keep pace with 
needs, Oregon will need to build an estimated 
584,000 new homes over the next 20 years. 
Oregon needs 140,000 new homes simply to 
accommodate the current population. This would 
mean doubling our recent production.16 (See 
Figure 20, above.)

The need to address our historic undersupply 
of housing and our homelessness crisis extends 
to all corners of the state. Producing sufficient 
housing can be particularly challenging in rural 
areas, which often have high housing develop-
ment costs and limited local resources.17 

The need also extends across the housing 
continuum from shelter and supportive housing 
to affordable housing and “starter” homes. Oregon 
has an especially severe shortage of middle-in-
come workforce housing (i.e., housing that would 
be affordable for Oregonians who are teachers’ 
assistants, construction workers or in other simi-
larly compensated occupations).18 

The Housing Innovation Partnership, a politically 
diverse group of 35 organizations from across 
the state, was co-convened by OCF and Oregon 
State Representative Pam Marsh (District 5) in 
partnership with the nonprofit iSector to identify 
workable solutions for addressing this gap. The 
group identified top barriers to Oregon housing 
production, including a lack of financial capital 
and tools to build housing and a limited capacity 
for navigating complex permitting, clearing finan-
cial hurdles, and advancing off-site construction 
such as modular housing. 

Although other regulatory and systems barriers 
exist, the partnership focuses on advancing 
rapid solutions to increasing housing produc-
tion — with an emphasis on middle-income 
workforce housing — by overcoming financial 
and capacity-related obstacles. Their strate-
gies include creating grant and loan programs 
for land acquisition and predevelopment work; 
investing in regional resource centers to stream-
line permitting, offer workforce development and 
spur off-site housing production; increasing local 
capacity to navigate the complex system of devel-
opment; and designing tax-increment financing 

FIGURE 20. Low-income households are getting squeezed by Oregon’s housing shortage.

“Affordable and available rental units” have a cost not exceeding 30% of renter income and are either vacant or not 
occupied by a higher-income household.

  EXTREMELY LOW INCOME (LESS THAN 30% OF THE AREA MEDIAN INCOME)

Total renter households 137,000 households SHORTFALL:
105,000 UNITS

Affordable and available rental units 32,000 units

  VERY LOW INCOME (31%–50% OF THE AREA MEDIAN INCOME)ORE
Total renter households 109,000 households SHORTFALL:

127,000 UNITS
Affordable and available rental units 87,000 units

  LOW INCOME (51%–80% OF THE AREA MEDIAN INCOME)O  

Total renter households 132,000 households SHORTFALL:
36,000 UNITS

Affordable and available rental units 223,000 units

Source: Oregon Housing and Community Services. Oregon county profiles. https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/oregon.housing.and 
community.services/viz/CountyProfiles2023-OregonHousing/LandingPage
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tools that would be capitalized across the state, 
creating a durable fund with a lasting impact on 
housing production.

While the need remains significant, we have seen 
some promising indications of progress. In 2023, 
the Governor declared a state of emergency due 
to homelessness; set a statewide goal to construct 
360,000 new housing units over the next decade 
(an 80% increase over recent production); and 
formed the Housing Production Advisory Council, 
whose main responsibility is planning toward this 
goal. The state also made a historic, bipartisan 
$200 million investment in housing in 2023, with 
regulatory changes aimed at speeding up produc-
tion. In the 2024 short session, the Legislature 
approved an additional $376 million. Some of the 
Housing Innovation Partnership’s proposed solu-
tions were included in these plans (e.g., loans that 
workforce housing builders can use to pay prede-
velopment costs, and funds to spur production of 
off-site modular and mass timber housing). 

We’ve seen evidence that Portland is beginning to 
rebalance supply and demand with an increasing 
amount of new housing (particularly multifamily 
units).19 We‘ve also seen that quick solutions 
are possible even in the complicated space of 
housing production. In 2021, Project Turnkey — a 

state-funded project for which OCF serves as lead 
administrator — created 19 new shelters in less 
than seven months, leading to a 20% increase in 
the state supply of shelter beds.20 An additional 
round of funding brought the total number of 
shelters created to 32 properties across 18 Oregon 
counties — a 30% total increase in the state’s 
shelter supply.21 

HOUSING OPTIONS

Housing availability depends not just on what 
housing is being built but also on how it has been 
distributed. Turning our attention to the distribu-
tion of existing housing, we can see that it reflects 
Oregon’s history of discrimination and displace-
ment; decades of underproduction have driven up 
costs and constrained housing options, especially 
for lower-income households and communities 
of color. This perpetuates inequitable housing 
patterns across the housing continuum.22 We 
can trace these histories and their lasting effects 
through research and data on homeownership.

The Oregon Donation Land Act of 1850 offered 
free land to white settlers, who then claimed 2.8 
million acres of tribal land within five years. Tribes 
never received anything in return.23 Native people 
still experience barriers to homeownership that 
spring from this history of dispossession from 

Hacienda CDC
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their lands, tribal termination and broken treaties 
with the U.S. government. For Native Americans 
living on reservations, policies make homeown-
ership difficult; Tribal lands are held in trust by 
the federal government, which means Native 
people cannot own or build equity from the land. 
Similarly, banks cannot own reservation land and 
therefore cannot foreclose on a property, which 
disincentives mortgage lending.24 

A parallel set of discriminatory policies, prac-
tices and institutions prevented generations of 
Oregonians of color from owning homes. Although 
slavery was illegal in Oregon, voters added a 
clause to Oregon’s constitution in 1857 prohibiting 
Black people from residing in the state. It was not 
repealed until 1926.25 And while Oregon has long 
relied on Latino/x labor — going back at least to 
the railroad expansion of the early 20th century —
the state also would also go on to deport Latino/x 
workers during economic downturns.26 Research 
shows how demographic patterns during this 
period shaped the nascent public welfare system 
across the country; regions with larger populations 
of white European immigrants invested more in 
supports like shelter, food and medical care, while 
those with larger Black or Mexican populations 
invested less.27 

In the 1930s, urban neighborhoods with large shares 
of nonwhite residents were “redlined.” Banks 
classified them as high risk, affecting how homes 
in these areas could appreciate. Banks required 
higher down payments from residents in redlined 
areas and made it difficult for them to access 
low-interest government-backed mortgages. 

Over the past 50 years, the primary policy mech-
anism segregating communities of color has been 
access to mortgages.28 Research from as recently 
as 2010 shows that people of color at every income 
range are about 50% more likely than whites to be 
denied mortgages in Multnomah County, and 3 
times more likely to have unfavorable or predatory 
home loans.29 Communities of color in Multnomah 
County also have median housing values nearly 
$50,000 below those of white homeowners.30 

These practices entrenched residential segre-
gation along racial and economic lines in urban 
and suburban areas across the country, limiting 
opportunity for some while concentrating it for 
others.31 Today, we continue to see their legacy 
in state homeownership data. As of 2021, the total 
share of all Oregonians who owned a home was 
66%. For Oregonians of color, homeownership rates 
are often significantly lower, standing at 45% for 

Bend-Redmond Habitat for Humanity
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FIGURE 21. Oregon homeownership rates vary significantly when broken down by race/ethnicity.

This analysis breaks down homeownership rates from the American Community Survey (public use microdata sample 

data, 2017–21 estimates) using OHA race/ethnicity categories. Groups with small sample sizes (*) received a placeholder 

of 1%, reflecting community members’ expressed desire to be visibly represented as part of the Data for the People project. 

Source: Oregon Center for Public Policy. (2022). Data for the people. 
https://www.ocpp.org/2022/12/22/data-for-people/#FAQ5
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African American Oregonians and 48% for Latino/x 
Mexican Oregonians.32 (See Figure 21, page 69.)

While such indicators are frequently discussed 
for large, census-aligned categories of race and 
ethnicity (like Black, white and Latino/x), this 
approach can obscure particular communities — 
ones that are often more personally meaningful. 

The Oregon Center for Public Policy’s granular 
analysis of homeownership highlights that better 
data collection is needed for Oregonians who 
are Alaska Native, American Indian, Hmong, 
Chamoru/Chamorro, Samoan, Somali, Laotian, 
Marshallese or from the communities of Myanmar 
or Micronesia, as well as those belonging to 
groups that still go unnamed in their more detailed 
analysis. Their analysis also calls our attention to 
diverse communities — too many to call out by 
name — with homeownership rates below the state 
average. Historically inequitable systems created 
these disparities, and today this landscape of 
homeownership forms part of the structure of our 
communities. Research finds that parental home-
ownership and wealth influence whether children 
grow up to be homeowners themselves, high-
lighting just one way in which inequitable systems 
repeat themselves over successive generations.33 ￼  

HOUSING AFFORDABILIT Y 

When housing is scarce, prices go up just as in 
other supply-and-demand scenarios. Increased 

home prices are not necessarily a bad thing, 
provided local economies support incomes that 
match them. However, housing underproduction 
has been a growing problem nationally, putting 
increasing pressure on affordability. Oregon’s 
underproduction ranks among the worst, placing 
us fourth among all 50 states.34 Our need for 
affordable and workforce housing helps to concen-
trate an affordability crunch in the market for 
low-income families. Supplementary governmental 
income and housing supports help bridge this gap 
but can only go so far.

The mismatch between these systems is reflected 
in Oregon families’ difficulty in finding affordable 
housing. Since shelter is what economists would 
call an “essential good,” prospective homebuyers 
and renters will often stretch their budgets beyond 
what is truly affordable in order to stay housed. 
One-quarter (25%) of Oregon renters use over half 
their income for housing (see Figure 22, above), 
with high rates in Corvallis (37%), some Portland 
suburbs (33%–35%), and Southern Oregon cities 
like Grants Pass, Ashland and Klamath Falls (32% 
each).35, 36 

Children of color and low-income children are 
more likely to live in cost-burdened households.37 
Oregonians in rural areas also feel the squeeze; 
while incomes are roughly comparable to those 
across rural America, housing costs are higher in 
rural Oregon.38 

50%
Cost-burdened

Severely 
cost-burdened

}Source: National Equity Atlas. Housing burden. https:/
nationalequityatlas.org/indicators/Housing_burden

Households are defined as “severely cost-burdened” when they spend 
more than 50% of income on housing and “cost-burdened” when they 
spend more than 30%. One-half of Oregon renters were considered  
cost-burdened in 2020.

FIGURE 22. 1 in 4 Oregon renters spent over half their budget on housing in 2020. 
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Housing unaffordability has also been increasing 
in urban areas outside Portland, like Hood River, 
Bend and Medford; as they have attracted tele-
commuting workers, the housing supply is low, 
and local workers generally get paid less than 
in Portland.39 In 2022, fewer than 1 in 5 Portland 
households could afford to buy a median home. 
In Bend, only 1 in 10 households could.40 

This collision of housing and economic systems 
is especially apparent in the experiences of 
Oregon farmworkers. Research from the Oregon 
Housing and Community Services Department 
examined agricultural worker housing with a 
focus on elevating the voices of workers in Hood 
River, Yamhill, Marion and Morrow coun-
ties. While over 100,000 migrant and seasonal 
workers are an engine for the state’s $42 billion 
agricultural sector, many of these workers live in 
overcrowded and poor-quality conditions due to 
a combination of low wages and a lack of afford-
able housing. Interviewed workers were largely 
skeptical of receiving any government assistance 
to address the problem. One Morrow County 
worker said, “To the state and federal [govern-
ment], please support reform. We are souls in the 
dark. ... We are bringing food to many homes and 
are always underseen.”41 

The availability of federally provided support 
like rent assistance is another driver of afford-
ability for low-income families. Rent assistance 
does not expand with need as other elements 
of our safety net do. Instead, funding levels are 
largely determined by Congress in the annual 
appropriation process, leaving unmet needs in 
states facing housing crises (see Figure 23, right). 

The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 
estimated that just over one-quarter of Oregon 
households needing this assistance received it 
in 2016. This left 153,000 households (the other 
73%) without assistance and severely cost-bur-
dened, which is defined as spending more than 
half of household income on rent and utilities. 
These families may struggle to afford other 
necessary expenses like food or medical care. 
In measuring the unmet housing needs in all 50 
states, Oregon ranks ninth.42 

FIGURE 23. Unlike other aspects of our federal safety 
net, rent assistance does not expand with need, leaving 
significant unmet need in Oregon.

Only 27% of Oregon households that need this housing 
assistance receive it, leaving the other 73% severely cost-
burdened without assistance from other sources.
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	 Exploring Connection 
Points

HOUSING + NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 

In Oregon, we’ve experienced firsthand 
how the health of our housing is linked to 
the health of our natural environment. 
The 2020 wildfire season destroyed 
4,000 homes, nearly half of which were 
affordable housing.43 Our housing systems 

also have myriad environmental impacts; buildings are 
Oregon’s second-leading cause of greenhouse gas 
emissions after transportation.44 And though our 
natural environment and housing can sometimes seem 
to be a threat to one another, they can also mutually 
reinforce our well-being. For example, more efficient, 
resilient or green homes can reduce emissions while 
also lowering consumer costs and protecting families 
from wildfire and extreme weather.

Want to explore further? Turn to Natural Environment, 
page 76.

HOUSING + ECONOMY 

Housing production can be a key compo-
nent of healthy regional economies, and 
the resulting housing stock is an important 
resource for labor supply. A lack of 
affordable workforce housing in places like 
Bend has impacted the ability of local 

organizations to hire and retain workers, including for 
core services like health care.45 Housing through 
homeownership is also a key path to wealth-building 
from which Oregonians of color have historically been 
blocked.

Want to explore further? Turn to Economy, page 20.

Klamath Tribes: Project Turnkey site
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People who call Oregon home have 

long valued protecting the natural 

environment on which communities 

depend. We can see this throughout 

our history. Tribal communities 

have maintained relationships with 

the natural environment since time 

immemorial, informing today’s land 

management practices with their rich 

traditions and knowledge. 

SECTION 6

Natural  
Environment

For additional examples, we could turn to our trail-
blazing Beach and Bottle bills — both passed in the 
1970s — which preserved our coastline for anyone to 
access and created a national model for promoting 
recycling to address a growing litter problem. 

Indeed, the well-being of our environment and 
communities is connected. Whether we live in a rural 
or urban area, our environment affects our quality 
of life. When our air, lands and waters are healthy, 
we see that nature and people can thrive. Clean air 
makes it easier for us to breathe, reduces asthma 
and contributes to longer life expectancy.1 Research 
suggests that connecting with nature benefits our 

In this chapter
	Q Climate resilience
	Q Heat safety
	Q Clean air
	Q Vital water sources
	Q Connection points

The Freshwater Trust
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When our air, lands and waters are healthy, we see that 
nature and people can thrive. 

mental health, helping to alleviate stress and 
depression.2 Our natural areas serve as space 
for recreation, gathering and connecting with 
others. They can also be expansive classrooms for 
learning, as students across Oregon know from 
their experiences in outdoor school.3 And though 
our natural and economic worlds have been 
portrayed as opposing forces at times, a healthy 
environment also supports the economic vitality 
of our communities. Farmlands, forests, rivers and 
oceans bolster our local industries and jobs while 
providing habitat for plants and animals. Today, as 
our nation grapples with climate change, unprec-
edented funding opportunities accompany new 
work to protect people and places. 

In recent years, the inverse of this link has become 
all too apparent: When our natural environment 
is imperiled, our families and communities also 
struggle. We have experienced firsthand major 
threats to our collective well-being through large-
scale wildfires, extreme heat events and long-
lasting drought. But we have also seen that it’s 
within our power to build resilience for the people 
and places of the Pacific Northwest. Our state has 
the potential to build on our shared history of 
environmental leadership. Among other opportu-
nities, we have the ability to contribute to climate 
solutions nationally through the power of our 
natural spaces, which are critical to mitigating the 
effects of a warming planet.4 

Oregon Black Pioneers
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Across Oregon, environmental impacts are not felt 
equally, though they are widespread. Urban areas 
often face different challenges and opportunities 
than those experienced in rural communities, 
where natural resources are an essential founda-
tion for local economies and communities. 

Nationally, impacts like crop and livestock loss 
from drought and extreme heat, or damage to 
infrastructure like buildings and roads from 
extreme weather, have a profound effect on these 
places.5 Research also shows that negative environ-
mental impacts are disproportionately borne by 
communities of color.6 Indigenous communities, 
for example, face increasing exposure to health 
and safety hazards along with new constraints on 
their already limited access to traditional places 
and foods; this in turn threatens their livelihoods, 
economies and culture.7 

This layers onto a historically uneven distribution 
of socioeconomic conditions: Some people are 
more exposed to risks by living or working close 
to environmental hazards and may also be less 
likely to benefit from new investments in clean 
energy and similar programs. For example, farm-
workers have higher exposure to pesticides and 
are also at higher risk from extreme heat.8 People 
of color can be less likely to benefit from urban 
tree planting efforts or green energy upgrades.9, 10  
Young children, older adults, people with disabili-
ties and those with chronic medical conditions are 
also more likely to be adversely affected by health 
stressors from our environment.11 

These unequal hazards and benefits may make it 
harder to access healthy environmental conditions, 
including clean air, clean water, green space and 
healthy food. 

COLL ABORATIVE EFFORTS

The people closest to an issue often have the best 
insights on durable solutions, and these frontline 
communities in Oregon are not only identifying 
how we can adapt and build resilience but also 
showing us that progress is possible. Oregon 
tribes have been gaining national recognition for 
sustainable timber management practices that 
can transform our forests, making the lands more 
resilient to fires and also more cost-effective.12 
Nondominant and culturally specific organizations 
and coalitions in Oregon have conducted path-
breaking work advancing clean energy.13 

More broadly, Oregon is known for its history of 
collaborative, community-led efforts that blend 
diverse public and private interests to advance 
environmental goals.14 Nonprofit land trusts and 
water collaboratives are prime examples of this 
approach. Government leaders have been taking 
notice by advancing new initiatives that tap into 
community knowledge and leadership, like the 
federal Justice40 Initiative for environmental 
justice or the state-level work of the Oregon 
Racial Justice Council’s Environmental Equity 
subcommittee. Many other innovative efforts — 
including funding for electric heat pumps and 
stronger water infrastructure — have emerged out 
of such collaborations within and across Oregon 
communities.15 

When we consider how much our natural envi-
ronment matters for community well-being, 
it’s easy to think about community or system-
level measures like air quality. That said, public 
messaging has often emphasized opportunities for 
individual action by promoting things like house-
hold recycling or shifting our personal consump-
tion habits. While those actions remain important, 
our continued, collaborative engagement and 
collective efforts are needed to support the well-
being of all Oregon’s places and people.

Wallowa Root Gathering. Photo: Wallowa Land Trust.
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	 Discussion of Key 
Indicators

CLIMATE RESILIENCE

Throughout this report, we’ve seen how conditions 
for community well-being are interconnected, and 
that is especially apparent in this section. Climate 
resilience can mean a lot of things on its own, 
encompassing ideas such as natural climate solu-
tions, community resilience, and clean energy for 
transportation and buildings. It represents both 
our ability to anticipate and mitigate future climate 
shocks by reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 
the ways in which we can adapt to their impacts 
once they occur. In this section, we focus on the 
former, but we also recognize that we cannot fully 
separate these ideas from discussions focused on 
heat safety, clean air and vital water sources. 

In March 2020, an executive order set an ambitious 
new goal to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. This 
opens a door to considerable economic opportunity. 
Specifically, modeling conducted in 2023 shows the 
potential for Oregon to create thousands of new jobs 
and more than $120 billion in cumulative economic 
and health benefits through 2050.16 Reducing 
emissions comes with an array of additional bene-
fits, including promoting clean air and water and 
supporting our physical and mental well-being.17 
Conversely, unmitigated emissions are a trigger 
for negative environmental impacts like those we 
discuss below. 

In recent years, Oregon has emerged as a leader for 
its contributions to the shared global effort to reduce 
our emissions. For instance, Oregon set one of the 
nation’s fastest timelines for reaching 100% clean 
electrical energy.18 U.S. electric power generation 
was the second-largest contributor to total carbon 
emissions as of 2018. In Oregon, as in the nation, 
transportation is the top contributor to emissions, 
and we are leading on this front as well. The state 
ranks second in the nation for new electric vehicles 
sold and is investing in infrastructure, setting ambi-
tious targets and providing funding for things like 
electric school buses.19 Oregon was also the second 

state after California to adopt new rules promoting 
cleaner trucks. Since then, additional states have 
followed suit, affecting almost one-quarter of the 
country’s auto market.20, 21 

The Oregon Legislature created the Oregon Climate 
Action Commission (formerly known as the Oregon 
Global Warming Commission), which is respon-
sible for tracking and evaluating the impacts of 
climate change along with state progress reducing 
emissions. While the Commission’s latest report 
documents slow progress, its analysis also shows 
the state can deliver on ambitious goals. The 
Commission recommends acting with more urgency 
and setting bigger goals. The significant and growing 
costs of inaction show this urgency is warranted. 
Extreme weather events, which can be exacerbated 
by climate change, caused $1.8 billion in damage in 
Oregon in 2021 and 2022 alone.22 Costs can be felt 
through lost or damaged buildings and infrastruc-
ture, higher insurance premiums, health impacts, 
and impacts on crops and livestock.23 

Oregon has the opportunity to mitigate emissions 
and promote climate resilience in the management 
and conservation of our natural and working lands, 
such as forests, farms and ranches.24 By doing so, 
we can maximize the potential of these lands to 
sequester carbon, essentially reducing the amount 
of carbon dioxide in our atmosphere by capturing 
and storing it in plants and soil. This approach 
can achieve multiple goals at once: promoting the 

Oregon Land Justice Project
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productivity of our natural and working lands and 
providing refuge for our native plants and animals, 
while also ensuring that communities continue 
to receive necessities like clean drinking water. 
Looking nationwide, the Environmental Protection 
Agency reports that this effect reduced carbon 
emissions by 12% in 2019. Researchers estimate that 
managing farms, forests and natural habitats toward 
these goals, often referred to as “natural climate 
solutions,” could more than double the size of this 
reduction.25 In 2023, the state passed a broad Climate 
Resilience Package that commits $90 million to 
a range of actions — including advancing natural 
climate solutions — and carries the potential to 
leverage up to $1 billion in federal funds.26, 27 

HEAT SAFET Y

You don’t need to have lived in Oregon long to 
have experienced our state’s increase in days of 
extreme heat. The summers of 2021 and 2022 were 
among our hottest years on record, and 2023 was the 
world’s warmest year on record since 1850.28 This 
is happening within the context of generally higher 
temperatures across the country.29 Over the last 
century, Oregon’s average annual temperature has 
increased by about 2.2°F, with even larger increases 
in our southern and eastern counties (see Figure 24, 
right). 

In the 1950s, Portland averaged just over one week 
of days on which the temperature reached 90°F or 
above. That average more than tripled to 27 days 
in 2021 and 2022 (see Figure 25, page 81). While less 
pronounced, this trend extends to other parts of 
the state, with longtime Pendleton residents seeing 
an increase from 32 days to 56 days. In Medford, 
extreme heat rose over this same period from 53.5 
days to a full 11 weeks (77 days).30 Temperatures can 
fluctuate day to day or year to year, but over these 
long periods, trends become apparent in the data — 
and in our lives. 

These temperature changes have ripple effects 
across Oregon. They have been accompanied by 
increased drought, decreased snowpack and earlier 
spring runoff, all of which put new stress on our 
state’s water systems. The heat threatens the equi-
librium of our ecosystems and the well-being of 

our communities, both by creating conditions that 
increase the likelihood of large-scale wildfires and 
through the direct impacts of high temperatures. 

Drought and wildfire smoke negatively impact 
forests, farms and ranches, harming local econ-
omies. Extreme heat is the leading cause of U.S. 
weather-related deaths.31 Recognizing these ties, 
Oregon Health Authority now tracks the health 
impacts of heat in a real-time dashboard.32 Oregon 
has also launched adaptive strategies ranging from 
distributing air conditioning units and heat pumps 
to opening cooling centers during heat events.33 

Heat has disproportionate effects on communi-
ties of color and underresourced, low-income 
areas. Portland State University researcher and 

FIGURE 24. Over the last century, average annual 
temperatures have increased across most of the 
United States, including Oregon. 

This map shows the rate of U.S. temperature change from 
1901 to 2021. Areas in red have seen temperatures increase 
over this period. Oregon’s average annual temperature has 
increased by about 2.2°F overall, with even larger increases 
in southern and eastern counties.

RATE OF TEMPERATURE CHANGE (°F PER CENTURY)

0-3.5 -3 -2 -1 4.54321

Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. (2022). Climate 
change indicators: U.S. and global temperature. https://www.epa.
gov/climate-indicators/climate-change-indicators-us-and-global-
temperature
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FIGURE 25. Towns across Oregon have seen more days of extreme heat (90°F or higher) in recent 
years than they did in past decades.
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climatologist Dr. Vivek Shandas studies the impact 
of heat waves and has found that the hottest parts 
of Portland can reach temperatures 15–20 degrees 
higher than cool, shaded areas like Irvington or 
Eastmoreland.34 During the 2021 heat dome, nearly 
one-quarter of heat-related deaths were in a 
cluster of neighborhoods in East Portland. 

The biggest factors determining these so-called 
heat islands were things in the built environment 
that trap heat and inhibit breezes: dense midrise 
developments; proximity to highways, parking lots 
and pavement; and a lack of tree cover.35 Nationally, 
Portland has one of the strongest urban heat island 
effects, and cities like Eugene, Medford and Albany 
are also affected.36 

Factors in our social environment also matter. 
Research shows that isolated people face more 
extreme consequences during heat waves, while 
people with greater levels of trust and connection 
endure the extremes better.37 

Additional factors are at play in our rural regions. 
Increased heat is threatening the survival of some 
animal species in our state and may already be 
changing our forest types.38 Oregon’s iconic salmon 
species are just one example: Fish are increasingly 

becoming sick or dying when the waters they 
swim in are too warm, and this is compounded by 
barriers to their spawning grounds and reduced 
water in streams and rivers.39 

Heat presents new challenges for Oregon’s 
farmers, affecting the crops they can grow and, 
in turn, their livelihoods and well-being.40 It also 
brings pronounced health risks for farmworkers 
in particular — primarily Latino/x Oregonians — 
who must work outdoors and often have little or 
no access to cooling spaces. If well enforced, new 
rules currently being implemented in Oregon will 
provide outdoor workers, including construction 
workers, with the nation’s most comprehensive 
protections against the adverse impacts of heat and 
wildfire smoke.41 

CLEAN AIR 

Since 1970, efforts to promote clean air in the 
United States have helped reduce pollution by 
65%, which research estimates is extending 
Americans’ average life expectancy by 1.4 years.42 
However, despite this notable progress, air pollu-
tion continues to endanger our health and well-
being. The American Lung Association’s annual 
State of the Air report finds that over one-third of 
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Americans (119.6 million people) still live in places 
with failing grades for air quality.43 Pollutants from 
transportation, buildings and manufacturing are 
long-standing contributors.44 Due to historically 
racist and discriminatory practices shaping our 
highways and housing, communities of color often 
experience the greatest impacts.45 We can see this 
finding echoed in local research for Multnomah 
County showing that communities of color tend to 
be closer to facilities emitting air toxics.46 

Smoke and particulates from wildfires are a 
growing contributor to poor air quality. Large wild-
fires have increased in recent decades — especially 
in Oregon and other Western states — and they 
are expected to become more frequent according 
to the National Interagency Fire Center.47 Wildfires 
can cause devastating destruction, with long-
lasting impacts for our homes and communities. 

Wildfire smoke also carries significant negative 
health impacts,48 and it can travel many miles to 

disrupt downwind communities with cultural and 
economic impacts. In 2018, choking smoke forced 
the Oregon Shakespeare Festival to cancel 26 
outdoor performances — more than in the previous 
five years combined.49 

Reflecting the fact that most wildfires occur in 
the West, 24 of the 25 worst cities with partic-
ulate matter pollution were west of the Rocky 
Mountains in 2022, including three clusters of 
Oregon cities: Medford/Grants Pass, Bend/
Prineville, and Eugene/Springfield.50 

The Oregon Department of Environmental Quality 
analyzes smoke trends by looking at the number 
of days with air quality levels defined as unhealthy 
for specific groups. From 1989 to 2014, the Bend 
area had an average of less than 1 poor air quality 
day per year. This jumped to an average of about 
8 days in 2015–2022. Over the same period, the 
Klamath Falls area jumped from a little over 1 day 
to 15 days.51 (See Figure 26, page 83.) 

The Freshwater Trust
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FIGURE 26. Places from Bend to Klamath Falls are experiencing an increase in days with poor air quality 
due to wildfire smoke.

These charts show the number of days on which the air quality index was unsafe for specific or general populations due to 
wildfire smoke. “Sensitive groups” include older adults, pregnant women, children and people with heart or lung disease. 
Note: Summer data for Klamath Falls was not collected from 1991 through 1995, or in 1997 and 1998. 

BEND

Source: Oregon Department of Environmental Quality. (2023, May). Wildfire smoke trends and the air quality index. https://www.oregon.
gov/deq/wildfires/Documents/WildfireSmokeTrendsReport.pdf
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Wildfire smoke exposure adds to existing health 
risks from air pollution, which are disproportion-
ately borne by communities of color and lower- 
income Oregonians. 

VITAL WATER SOURCES

Over the last two decades, Oregon has experi-
enced its driest period in the last thousand years. 
Although specific years or seasons may bring relief 
in the form of cool weather, rain or snowpack, 
rising temperatures and shifting precipitation 
patterns have resulted in decades of prevailing 
dryness statewide.52 

U.S. Drought Monitor data shows that droughts 
in Oregon are becoming more intense and lasting 
longer (see Figure 27, page 85.) In summer 2021, 
almost the entire state experienced severe, 
extreme or exceptional drought conditions. 
Although conditions have been improving recently, 
almost one-third (31%) of our state remained 
abnormally dry as of April 2024, with drought 
conditions persisting in areas of central and north-
eastern Oregon.

Water scarcity has ripple effects on the health of 
our environment, the productivity of our working 
lands, and our access to clean drinking water. 
Dry weather and vegetation create conditions for 
large wildfires to spread, which can in turn nega-
tively affect our water infrastructure and promote 

harmful algae blooms.53 Limited water availability 
can contribute to insect outbreaks, compounding 
the effects for farms, ranches and grazing lands by 
affecting the quantity and quality of their produce, 
the costs they pass on to consumers for local 
foods, and their ability to make a sustainable living. 
Decreased water levels also create conditions that 
reduce water quality, affecting our health through 
what we eat and drink.54 

Rural communities are often the first to face the 
consequences of drought, which may be exacer-
bated by issues stemming from underfunded, aging 
water infrastructure and pollution. Communities 
of color and low-income residents of these areas 
are particularly affected, as the decades-long 
groundwater crisis in Umatilla and Morrow coun-
ties demonstrates. Often, Oregon communities 
also encounter institutional barriers to addressing 
local water issues, including fragmented governing 
structures and insufficient monitoring systems.55 

The Oregon Water Futures Project underscores 
these patterns. The project worked in 2020 to 
elevate historically excluded voices in water 
policy conversations, including those of Native, 
Indigenous Latin American, Latino, Black, Asian 
American, Pacific Islander, Middle Eastern, Arab 
and migrant communities. The research shows that 
although these community members have valu-
able knowledge and experience to contribute, they 

The Freshwater Trust
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face barriers to participating in the state’s deci-
sion-making processes. 

It also emphasizes the growing extent of serious 
water availability and quality issues, as partici-
pants across the state share stories of community 
drinking water that looked, smelled or tasted bad.56 
In 2021, the Oregon Legislature made a historic 
$530 million investment in state water infrastruc-
ture, including unprecedented funding for commu-
nity-led water needs assessments.57 Later the same 
year, the federal government passed the bipartisan 
infrastructure bill with a $50 billion investment in 
the nation’s water infrastructure. 

Still, even more needs to be done in the coming 
years. A 2021 survey conducted by the League of 
Oregon Cities in partnership with Portland State 
University identified $4.4 billion in needed invest-
ments for state drinking water infrastructure over 
the next 10 years.58 Promoting water quality also 
requires thinking beyond our built infrastructure. 
Clean water starts at its source with healthy water-
sheds, which are in turn supported by the health 

of surrounding natural lands. They act as a kind of 
natural infrastructure by filtering water, keeping it 
cool and stabilizing supply. This allows providers 
to deliver community water more reliably and 
affordably.59 

In 2023, the Oregon Legislature made an additional 
$174 million investment in water infrastructure that 
will — among other things — modernize irriga-
tion; protect, enhance and restore water systems; 
advance water management with improved data; 
and provide resources for community and tribal 
engagement. Protecting and conserving natural 
lands supports our water supply and provides an 
array of other environmental, social, health and 
economic benefits. 

Crucially, as discussed above, healthy natural and 
working lands can help keep carbon in the ground, 
reducing our overall emissions. By capturing 
carbon, protected lands can promote a virtuous 
cycle of reducing our emissions, and in turn 
promoting air and water quality, economic bene-
fits and community well-being.60 

FIGURE 27. Drought episodes in Oregon have become more intense and are lasting longer.

This chart shows the percentage of Oregon’s total geographic area that fell into some classification of drought over time, with 
deeper reds indicating more intense drought conditions. When we compare the right-hand side of the chart (roughly the last 
10 years) to the left, we can see more red, indicating longer and more intense periods of extreme or exceptional drought. We 
also see less white, indicating less relief from dry conditions.

Source: National Drought Mitigation Center. (n.d.). U.S. drought monitor: Time series. University of Nebraska–Lincoln.  
https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/DmData/TimeSeries.aspx
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	 Exploring Connection 
Points

NATURAL ENVIRONMENT + ECONOMY

Natural resources boost local economies 
and job opportunities. Oregon’s agricul-
ture industry, for example, has an annual 
value of over $40 billion and supports 
over 500,000 jobs.61 But Oregon has lost 
almost 10% of its farmland since 1997,62 

and most farms (over 95%) are family-held.63 As these 
farmers age, questions of succession become more 
pressing for the future of these lands and their role in 
our economy.64 While economic well-being and 
environmental health are often positioned as opposing 
goals, they can be mutually reinforcing, with natural 
resource economies supporting — or even restoring —
the health of our lands and waters. For workers, the 
health effects of an unhealthy workplace or environ-
ment lead to lost work days, with impacts on their 
productivity and earnings, their employers’ profits, and 
the health of local economies. Research shows that 
environmentally attributable health conditions like 
asthma and lead poisoning carry a significant economic 
cost due to increased health care expenditures, lost 
productivity and diminished earning potential amount-
ing to over $1.5 billion annually in our state.65

Want to explore further? Turn to Economy, page 20.

NATURAL ENVIRONMENT + BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT

Green infrastructure can lead to cleaner 
air and water, and it can offer flood 
protection, greener spaces and healthier 
communities while also lowering energy 
costs for our homes, schools and work-
places.66 Recognizing this, the Building 

Resilience coalition formed in Oregon from a broad 
array of organizations working in fields like public 
health, environmental justice, business and labor. New 
legislation advancing resilient, efficient buildings 
—which drew on this group’s work — was included in 
the bipartisan Climate Resilience Package passed by 
the Oregon Legislature in June 2023. Conversely, the 
negative aspects of historic infrastructure — like the 
harmful emissions from cars and trucks — often have 
disproportionate effects on communities of color and 
people with lower incomes, who also tend to have 
limited access to clean transportation given that 
Oregon’s electric vehicle infrastructure has critical 
gaps for renters as well as underserved, rural and 
disadvantaged communities.67

Want to explore further? Turn to Built Environment, 
page 90.

Contreras Family Farm

86    TRACKING OREGON’S PROGRESS 2024



  SECTION 6 ENDNOTES

1	 Manisalidis, I., Stavropoulou, E., Stavropoulos, A., & 
Bezirtzoglou, E.  (2020, February 20). Environmental and 
health impacts of air pollution: A review. Frontiers in Public 
Health, 8(14). https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2020.00014

2	 Jimenez, M.P., DeVille N.V., Elliott, E.G., Schiff, J.E., Wilt, 
G.E., Hart, J.E., & James, P. (2021, May). Associations 
between nature exposure and health: A review of the 
evidence. International Journal of Environmental Research 
and Public Health, 18(9), 4790. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph18094790

3	 Braun, S.M. (2020). Outdoor school for all: Diverse 
programming and outcomes in Oregon: 2019 evaluation report. 
Oregon State University. https://outdoorschool.oregonstate.
edu/about-us/research-evaluation-and-assessment/student-
outdoor-school-evaluation/

4	 Oregon Forest Resources Institute. (2021). Oregon forest 
facts: 2021–22 edition. https://oregonforests.org/sites/default/
files/2021-01/OFRI_2021ForestFacts_WEB3.pdf

5	 Melillo, J., Richmond, T., & Yohe, G. [Eds.]. (2014). Climate 
change impacts in the United States: The third national 
climate assessment. U.S. Global Change Research Program. 
https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights/regions/rural-
communities  

6	 Berberian, A., Gonzalez, D., & Cushing, L. (2022, May 28). 
Racial disparities in climate change-related health effects 
in the United States. Current Environmental Health Reports, 
9(3), 451-464. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40572-022-
00360-w 

7	 U.S. Climate Resilience Toolkit. (2024, April 17). Tribes and 
Indigenous peoples. United States Global Change Research 
Program. https://toolkit.climate.gov/topics/tribal-nations

8	 Ferguson, R., Dahl, K., & DeLonge, M. (2019, December 
9). Farmworkers at risk: The growing dangers of pesticides and 
heat. Union of Concerned Scientists. https://www.ucsusa.org/
resources/farmworkers-at-risk

9	 Yeager, R., Browning, M., et al. (2023, May 12). 
Greenness and equity: Complex connections between 
intra-neighborhood contexts and residential tree planting 
implementation. Environment International, 176. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.envint.2023.107955

10	 Sunter, D.A., Castellanos, S., & Kammen, D.M. (2019, 
January 10). Disparities in rooftop photovoltaics deployment 
in the United States by race and ethnicity. Nature 
Sustainability 2, 71–76. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-018-
0204-z 

11	 Gamble, J., Balbus, J., et al. (2016). Populations of concern. 
In Crimmins, A., Balbus, J., et al. (2016). The impacts of 
climate change on human health in the United States: A scientific 
assessment (pp. 247–286). U.S. Global Change Research 
Program. http://dx.doi.org/10.7930/J0Q81B0T 

12	 Bull, B. (2019, January 30). Native American tribes gaining 
recognition for timber and forestry practices. KLCC. https://
www.klcc.org/nature/2019-01-30/native-american-tribes-
gaining-recognition-for-timber-and-forestry-practices

13	 Profita, C. (2020, November 21). Climate justice fund 
counters “centuries of underinvestment.” NPR. https://www.npr.
org/2020/11/21/936850821/climate-justice-fund-counters-
centuries-of-underinvestment

14	 Oregon Explorer. (2021). Collective groups. Oregon State 
University Libraries and Press & Institute for Natural 
Resources. https://oregonexplorer.info/topics/collective-
groups?ptopic=2

15	 Oregon Health Authority. (2023). Climate and health in 
Oregon: 2021-2022 report. https://www.oregon.gov/oha/
PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/
Documents/le-105251_23.pdf 

16	 MacDonald, C., Baker, Z., & Schlusser, A. (2023). Oregon 
Global Warming Commission biennial report to the Oregon 
Legislature. https://www.keeporegoncool.org/s/2023-
Legislative-Report.pdf

17	 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2023). 
AR6 synthesis report: Climate change 2023: Contribution of 
working groups I, II and III to the sixth assessment report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. https://www.ipcc.
ch/report/ar6/syr/ 

18	 Energy Innovation & Orvis, R. (2022, March 21). 
Oregon’s $4 billion economic opportunity from 
ambitious climate policy. Forbes. https://www.forbes.
com/sites/energyinnovation/2022/03/21/oregons-4-
billion-economic-opportunity-from-ambitious-climate-
policy/?sh=29d39b7758a9

19	 Samayoa, M. (2023, April 14). Oregon needs to cut more 
greenhouse gas emissions to reach climate goals, panel says. 
OPB. https://www.opb.org/article/2023/04/14/oregon-
must-cut-more-greenhouse-gas-emissions-to-reach-
climate-goal-panel-says/

20	 Samayoa, M., & Steves, D. (2021, November 17). Zero 
emissions truck plan gets green light from Oregon regulators. 
OPB. https://www.opb.org/article/2021/11/17/zero-
emissions-truck-plan-gets-green-light-from-oregon-
regulators/

21	 Von Kaenel, C., & Guilen, A. (2023, March 31). Biden-backed 
California rule pushes clean trucks. Politico. https://www.
politico.com/news/2023/03/31/epa-approves-california-
clean-trucks-rule-00089868

22	 MacDonald, C., Baker, Z., & Schlusser, A. (2023). Oregon 
Global Warming Commission biennial report to the Oregon 
Legislature.

23	 Troy, A., Pusina, T., Romsos, S., Moghaddas, J., & Buchholz, 
T. (2022). The true cost of wildfire in the western U.S.: 2022 
report. Western Forestry Leadership Coalition. https://www.
thewflc.org/sites/default/files/TrueCostofWildfire.pdf

24	 MacDonald, C., Baker, Z., & Schlusser, A. (2023). Oregon 
Global Warming Commission biennial report to the Oregon 
Legislature.

25	 MacDonald, C., Buchanan, M., Hatch, A., & Strawn, A. 
(2021). Natural & working lands proposal. Oregon Global 
Warming Commission. https://static1.squarespace.com/

       SECTION 6: Natural Environment    87

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2020.00014
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18094790
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18094790
https://outdoorschool.oregonstate.edu/about-us/research-evaluation-and-assessment/student-outdoor-school-evaluation/
https://outdoorschool.oregonstate.edu/about-us/research-evaluation-and-assessment/student-outdoor-school-evaluation/
https://outdoorschool.oregonstate.edu/about-us/research-evaluation-and-assessment/student-outdoor-school-evaluation/
https://oregonforests.org/sites/default/files/2021-01/OFRI_2021ForestFacts_WEB3.pdf
https://oregonforests.org/sites/default/files/2021-01/OFRI_2021ForestFacts_WEB3.pdf
https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights/regions/rural-communities
https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights/regions/rural-communities
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40572-022-00360-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40572-022-00360-w
https://toolkit.climate.gov/topics/tribal-nations
https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/farmworkers-at-risk
https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/farmworkers-at-risk
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2023.107955
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2023.107955
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-018-0204-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-018-0204-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.7930/J0Q81B0T
https://www.klcc.org/nature/2019-01-30/native-american-tribes-gaining-recognition-for-timber-and-forestry-practices
https://www.klcc.org/nature/2019-01-30/native-american-tribes-gaining-recognition-for-timber-and-forestry-practices
https://www.klcc.org/nature/2019-01-30/native-american-tribes-gaining-recognition-for-timber-and-forestry-practices
https://www.npr.org/2020/11/21/936850821/climate-justice-fund-counters-centuries-of-underinvestment
https://www.npr.org/2020/11/21/936850821/climate-justice-fund-counters-centuries-of-underinvestment
https://www.npr.org/2020/11/21/936850821/climate-justice-fund-counters-centuries-of-underinvestment
https://oregonexplorer.info/topics/collective-groups?ptopic=2
https://oregonexplorer.info/topics/collective-groups?ptopic=2
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Documents/le-105251_23.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Documents/le-105251_23.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Documents/le-105251_23.pdf
https://www.keeporegoncool.org/s/2023-Legislative-Report.pdf
https://www.keeporegoncool.org/s/2023-Legislative-Report.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2022/03/21/oregons-4-billion-economic-opportunity-from-ambitious-climate-policy/?sh=29d39b7758a9
https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2022/03/21/oregons-4-billion-economic-opportunity-from-ambitious-climate-policy/?sh=29d39b7758a9
https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2022/03/21/oregons-4-billion-economic-opportunity-from-ambitious-climate-policy/?sh=29d39b7758a9
https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2022/03/21/oregons-4-billion-economic-opportunity-from-ambitious-climate-policy/?sh=29d39b7758a9
https://www.opb.org/article/2023/04/14/oregon-must-cut-more-greenhouse-gas-emissions-to-reach-climate-goal-panel-says/
https://www.opb.org/article/2023/04/14/oregon-must-cut-more-greenhouse-gas-emissions-to-reach-climate-goal-panel-says/
https://www.opb.org/article/2023/04/14/oregon-must-cut-more-greenhouse-gas-emissions-to-reach-climate-goal-panel-says/
https://www.opb.org/article/2021/11/17/zero-emissions-truck-plan-gets-green-light-from-oregon-regulators/
https://www.opb.org/article/2021/11/17/zero-emissions-truck-plan-gets-green-light-from-oregon-regulators/
https://www.opb.org/article/2021/11/17/zero-emissions-truck-plan-gets-green-light-from-oregon-regulators/
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/03/31/epa-approves-california-clean-trucks-rule-00089868
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/03/31/epa-approves-california-clean-trucks-rule-00089868
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/03/31/epa-approves-california-clean-trucks-rule-00089868
https://www.thewflc.org/sites/default/files/TrueCostofWildfire.pdf
https://www.thewflc.org/sites/default/files/TrueCostofWildfire.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59c554e0f09ca40655ea6eb0/t/6148a9d36431174181e05c7c/1632152029009/2021+OGWC+Natural+and+Working+Lands+Proposal.pdf


static/59c554e0f09ca40655ea6eb0/t/6148a9d3643117418
1e05c7c/1632152029009/2021+OGWC+Natural+and+Wor
king+Lands+Proposal.pdf 

26	 Samayoa, M. (2023, June 28). Oregon’s latest climate 
package targets building resilience, and hefty federal dollars. 
OPB. https://www.opb.org/article/2023/06/28/oregon-
climate-change-environment-portland-politics-heat-dome-
resilience-package-extreme-weather/

27	 Troost, S., Ruther, E., & Hayden, B. (2023, August 2). 
Oregon elevates natural and working lands to help slow climate 
change. Pew Charitable Trusts. https://www.pewtrusts.org/
en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/08/02/oregon-
elevates-natural-and-working-lands-to-help-slow-climate-
change

28	 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. (2024, 
January 12). 2023 was the world’s warmest year on record, 
by far. U.S. Department of Commerce. https://www.noaa.
gov/news/2023-was-worlds-warmest-year-on-record-
by-far#:~:text=Earth’s%20average%20land%20and%20
ocean,0.15%20of%20a%20degree%20C 

29	 Wuebbles, D.J., Fahey, D.W., et al. [Eds.]. (2017). Climate 
science special report: Fourth national climate assessment, 
volume 1. U.S. Global Change Research Program. https://
science2017.globalchange.gov 

30	 Fleishman, E. [Ed.]. (2023). Sixth Oregon climate assessment. 
Oregon Climate Change Research Institute, Oregon State 
University. https://doi.org/10.5399/osu/1161

31	 National Weather Service. (n.d.). Weather related fatality and 
injury statistics. https://www.weather.gov/hazstat/

32	 Oregon Health Authority. (2023). Climate and health in 
Oregon: 2021–2022 report.

33	 Oregon Office of Emergency Management. (2021, July 27). 
Initial after-action review (AAR) of the June 2021 excessive heat 
event. https://www.oregon.gov/oem/Documents/2021_June_
Excessive_Heat_Event_AAR.pdf 

34	 Waldroupe, A. (2016, September 1). Portland’s hot spots: 
Urban heat islands pose threat to lower income residents. 
Street Roots. https://www.streetroots.org/news/2016/09/01/
portland-s-hot-spots-urban-heat-islands-pose-threat-lower-
income-residents

35	 Peel, S. (2021, July 14). This is the hottest place in Portland: 
Dr. Vivek Shandas says where you live could decide whether 
you survive a roasting city. Willamette Week. https://www.
wweek.com/news/city/2021/07/14/this-is-the-hottest-place-
in-portland/

36	 Rakshe, S. (2022, October 11). Climate change & child well-
being in Oregon [Issue brief]. Our Children Oregon. https://
ourchildrenoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/
Climate_Issue_Brief_Fall_2022-FINAL2.pdf

37	 Aldrich, D.P., & Meyer, M.A. (2015). Social capital and 
community resilience. American Behavioral Scientist, 59(2), 
254–269. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764214550299

38	 MacDonald, C., Baker, Z., & Schlusser, A. (2023). Oregon 
Global Warming Commission biennial report to the Oregon 
Legislature. 

39	 Flatt, C. (2021, July 28). Underwater video shows heat-stressed 
salmon, but it could have been worse. OPB. https://www.opb.
org/article/2021/07/28/heat-stress-salmon

40	 Sadiq, S. (2023, July 7). How hot, dry conditions are affecting 
Oregon farmers and ranchers. OPB. https://www.opb.org/
article/2023/07/07/how-hot-dry-conditions-are-affecting-
oregon-farmers-and-ranchers/

41	 Selsky, A. (2021, July 8). Oregon adopts most protective heat 
rules for workers in US. Associated Press. https://apnews.com/
article/business-science-health-government-and-politics-
environment-and-nature-ecea3ed406610f352f5e3f64850b
32f0

42	 Greenstone, M., & Hasenkopf, C. (2023). Air quality life 
index: Annual update. Energy Policy Institute at the University 
of Chicago. https://aqli.epic.uchicago.edu/wp-content/
uploads/2023/08/AQLI_2023_Report-Global.pdf

43	 American Lung Association. (2023). State of the air: 2023 
report. https://www.lung.org/research/sota 

44	 National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences. (2024, 
April). Air pollution and your health. https://www.niehs.nih.
gov/health/topics/agents/air-pollution#:~:text=Vehicle%20
emissions%2C%20fuel%20oils%20and,of%20
human%2Dmade%20air%20pollution

45	 Lane, H.M., Morello-Frosch, R., Marshall, J.D., & Apte, 
J.S. (2022, March 9). Historical redlining is associated 
with present-day air pollution disparities in U.S. cities. 
Environmental Science & Technology Letters, (2022)9, 
345–350. https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.estlett.1c01012

46	 Sanchez-Pacheco, I., Brannon, J., & Pilchowski, E. (2023, 
July). Cultivating justice in a changing climate: A collection of 
stories and art rooted in Multnomah County’s communities of 
color. Multnomah County Office of Sustainability. https://
multco-web7-psh-files-usw2.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/
s3fs-public/2023%20EJ%20Zine%208.5%20x%2011%20
Final_0.pdf

47	 Oregon Department of Environmental Quality. (2023, 
May). Wildfire smoke trends and the air quality index. 
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/wildfires/Documents/
WildfireSmokeTrendsReport.pdf

48	 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. (2023, November 
2). Health effects attributed to wildfire smoke. https://www.
epa.gov/wildfire-smoke-course/health-effects-attributed-
wildfire-smoke 

49	 Flaccus, G. (2018, September 25). Wildfire smoke costs 
Shakespeare Festival. The Columbian. https://www.columbian.
com/news/2018/sep/25/wildfire-smoke-costs-shakespeare-
festival/

50	 American Lung Association. (2023). State of the air.

51	 Oregon Department of Environmental Quality. (2023, May). 
Wildfire smoke trends and the air quality index.

52	 Oregon Water Resources Department. (n.d.). Oregon drought. 
https://www.oregon.gov/owrd/programs/climate/droughtwatch/
pages/default.aspx#:~:text=The%2022%2Dyear%20
period%20from,for%20less%20than%20a%20decade

88    TRACKING OREGON’S PROGRESS 2024

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59c554e0f09ca40655ea6eb0/t/6148a9d36431174181e05c7c/1632152029009/2021+OGWC+Natural+and+Working+Lands+Proposal.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59c554e0f09ca40655ea6eb0/t/6148a9d36431174181e05c7c/1632152029009/2021+OGWC+Natural+and+Working+Lands+Proposal.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59c554e0f09ca40655ea6eb0/t/6148a9d36431174181e05c7c/1632152029009/2021+OGWC+Natural+and+Working+Lands+Proposal.pdf
https://www.opb.org/article/2023/06/28/oregon-climate-change-environment-portland-politics-heat-dome-resilience-package-extreme-weather/
https://www.opb.org/article/2023/06/28/oregon-climate-change-environment-portland-politics-heat-dome-resilience-package-extreme-weather/
https://www.opb.org/article/2023/06/28/oregon-climate-change-environment-portland-politics-heat-dome-resilience-package-extreme-weather/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/08/02/oregon-elevates-natural-and-working-lands-to-help-slow-climate-change
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/08/02/oregon-elevates-natural-and-working-lands-to-help-slow-climate-change
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/08/02/oregon-elevates-natural-and-working-lands-to-help-slow-climate-change
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/08/02/oregon-elevates-natural-and-working-lands-to-help-slow-climate-change
https://www.noaa.gov/news/2023-was-worlds-warmest-year-on-record-by-far#:~:text=Earth’s%20average%20land%20and%20ocean,0.15%20of%20a%20degree%20C
https://www.noaa.gov/news/2023-was-worlds-warmest-year-on-record-by-far#:~:text=Earth’s%20average%20land%20and%20ocean,0.15%20of%20a%20degree%20C
https://www.noaa.gov/news/2023-was-worlds-warmest-year-on-record-by-far#:~:text=Earth’s%20average%20land%20and%20ocean,0.15%20of%20a%20degree%20C
https://www.noaa.gov/news/2023-was-worlds-warmest-year-on-record-by-far#:~:text=Earth’s%20average%20land%20and%20ocean,0.15%20of%20a%20degree%20C
https://science2017.globalchange.gov
https://science2017.globalchange.gov
https://doi.org/10.5399/osu/1161
https://www.weather.gov/hazstat/
https://www.oregon.gov/oem/Documents/2021_June_Excessive_Heat_Event_AAR.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oem/Documents/2021_June_Excessive_Heat_Event_AAR.pdf
https://www.streetroots.org/news/2016/09/01/portland-s-hot-spots-urban-heat-islands-pose-threat-lower-income-residents
https://www.streetroots.org/news/2016/09/01/portland-s-hot-spots-urban-heat-islands-pose-threat-lower-income-residents
https://www.streetroots.org/news/2016/09/01/portland-s-hot-spots-urban-heat-islands-pose-threat-lower-income-residents
https://www.wweek.com/news/city/2021/07/14/this-is-the-hottest-place-in-portland/
https://www.wweek.com/news/city/2021/07/14/this-is-the-hottest-place-in-portland/
https://www.wweek.com/news/city/2021/07/14/this-is-the-hottest-place-in-portland/
https://ourchildrenoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Climate_Issue_Brief_Fall_2022-FINAL2.pdf
https://ourchildrenoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Climate_Issue_Brief_Fall_2022-FINAL2.pdf
https://ourchildrenoregon.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Climate_Issue_Brief_Fall_2022-FINAL2.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764214550299
https://www.opb.org/article/2021/07/28/heat-stress-salmon
https://www.opb.org/article/2021/07/28/heat-stress-salmon
https://www.opb.org/article/2023/07/07/how-hot-dry-conditions-are-affecting-oregon-farmers-and-ranchers/
https://www.opb.org/article/2023/07/07/how-hot-dry-conditions-are-affecting-oregon-farmers-and-ranchers/
https://www.opb.org/article/2023/07/07/how-hot-dry-conditions-are-affecting-oregon-farmers-and-ranchers/
https://apnews.com/article/business-science-health-government-and-politics-environment-and-nature-ecea3ed406610f352f5e3f64850b32f0
https://apnews.com/article/business-science-health-government-and-politics-environment-and-nature-ecea3ed406610f352f5e3f64850b32f0
https://apnews.com/article/business-science-health-government-and-politics-environment-and-nature-ecea3ed406610f352f5e3f64850b32f0
https://apnews.com/article/business-science-health-government-and-politics-environment-and-nature-ecea3ed406610f352f5e3f64850b32f0
https://aqli.epic.uchicago.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/AQLI_2023_Report-Global.pdf
https://aqli.epic.uchicago.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/AQLI_2023_Report-Global.pdf
https://www.lung.org/research/sota
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/topics/agents/air-pollution#:~:text=Vehicle%20emissions%2C%20fuel%20oils%20and,of%20human%2Dmade%20air%20pollution
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/topics/agents/air-pollution#:~:text=Vehicle%20emissions%2C%20fuel%20oils%20and,of%20human%2Dmade%20air%20pollution
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/topics/agents/air-pollution#:~:text=Vehicle%20emissions%2C%20fuel%20oils%20and,of%20human%2Dmade%20air%20pollution
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/topics/agents/air-pollution#:~:text=Vehicle%20emissions%2C%20fuel%20oils%20and,of%20human%2Dmade%20air%20pollution
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.estlett.1c01012
https://multco-web7-psh-files-usw2.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2023%20EJ%20Zine%208.5%20x%2011%20Final_0.pdf
https://multco-web7-psh-files-usw2.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2023%20EJ%20Zine%208.5%20x%2011%20Final_0.pdf
https://multco-web7-psh-files-usw2.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2023%20EJ%20Zine%208.5%20x%2011%20Final_0.pdf
https://multco-web7-psh-files-usw2.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2023%20EJ%20Zine%208.5%20x%2011%20Final_0.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/wildfires/Documents/WildfireSmokeTrendsReport.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/wildfires/Documents/WildfireSmokeTrendsReport.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/wildfire-smoke-course/health-effects-attributed-wildfire-smoke
https://www.epa.gov/wildfire-smoke-course/health-effects-attributed-wildfire-smoke
https://www.epa.gov/wildfire-smoke-course/health-effects-attributed-wildfire-smoke
https://www.columbian.com/news/2018/sep/25/wildfire-smoke-costs-shakespeare-festival/
https://www.columbian.com/news/2018/sep/25/wildfire-smoke-costs-shakespeare-festival/
https://www.columbian.com/news/2018/sep/25/wildfire-smoke-costs-shakespeare-festival/
https://www.oregon.gov/owrd/programs/climate/droughtwatch/pages/default.aspx#:~:text=The%2022%2Dyear%20period%20from,for%20less%20than%20a%20decade
https://www.oregon.gov/owrd/programs/climate/droughtwatch/pages/default.aspx#:~:text=The%2022%2Dyear%20period%20from,for%20less%20than%20a%20decade
https://www.oregon.gov/owrd/programs/climate/droughtwatch/pages/default.aspx#:~:text=The%2022%2Dyear%20period%20from,for%20less%20than%20a%20decade


53	 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. (2021, September 
7). EPA researchers investigate impacts of wildfires on 
water resources. Science Matters. https://www.epa.gov/
sciencematters/epa-researchers-investigate-impacts-
wildfires-water-resources

54	 National Integrated Drought Information System. (n.d.). 
What is drought: Drought basics. https://www.drought.gov/
what-is-drought/drought-basics

55	 Oregon Secretary of State & Oregon Audits Division. 
(2023, January). Advisory report: State leadership must 
take action to protect water security for all Oregonians. 
https://sos.oregon.gov/audits/documents/2023-04.
pdf?utm_source=SOS&utm_medium=egov_redirect&utm_
campaign=https%3A%2F%2Fsos.oregon.gov%2Fwater

56	 Reyes-Santos, A., Holliday, C., Dalgaard, S., Evans, T., & 
Witherill, K. (2021). Oregon water futures project report: 
2020–21 community engagement. University of Oregon. 
https://www.oregonwaterfutures.org/report-20-21

57	 Dalgaard, S. (2021, September 2). New report elevates water 
justice in Oregon. Oregon Environmental Council. https://
oeconline.org/new-report-elevates-water-justice-in-oregon/

58	 Lazenby, S., Odeh, D., & Salzberg, S. (2021). 2021 
infrastructure survey report. Portland State University. https://
www.orcities.org/download_file/1631/0 

59	 Smith, M. (2022). Protecting Oregon’s drinking water sources: 
A guide for using land conservation to secure clean and reliable 
drinking water. Coalition of Oregon Land Trusts. https://
oregonlandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Source-
Water-Guide-June-2023-Update.pdf

60	 MacDonald, C., Buchanan, M., Hatch, A., & Strawn, A. 
(2021). Natural & working lands proposal. Oregon Global 
Warming Commission. 

61	 Sorte, B., Reimer, J., & Jones, G. (2021). Oregon agriculture, 
food and fiber: An economic analysis. Oregon State University. 
https://agsci.oregonstate.edu/sites/agscid7/files/main/about/
oragecon_report_2021.pdf

62	 U.S. Department of Agriculture. (2017). 2017 census of 
agriculture: Oregon state and county data: Volume 1: Geographic 
area series: Part 37: Chapter 1: State level data. https://www.
nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/
Volume_1,_Chapter_1_State_Level/Oregon/ 

63	 Sorte, B., Reimer, J., & Jones, G. (2021). Oregon agriculture, 
food and fiber: An economic analysis. Oregon State University. 
https://agsci.oregonstate.edu/sites/agscid7/files/main/about/
oragecon_report_2021.pdf

64	 Nixon, C. (2023, July 17). Aging farmers toil well past 
retirement, with no heirs or desire to leave land they’ve 
tended for decades. The Oregonian/Oregon Live. https://www.
oregonlive.com/business/2023/07/aging-farmers-toil-well-
past-retirement-with-no-heirs-or-desire-to-leave-land-
theyve-tended-for-decades.html

65	 Hackenmiller-Paradis, R. (2008, February). The price of 
pollution: Cost estimates of environmentally-related disease in 
Oregon. Oregon Environmental Council. https://oeconline.
org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/pop.pdf 

66	 González Martinez, J., & Johnson, S. (2022). Communication 
resource guide for inclusive economic development. New 
Growth Innovation Network. https://secureservercdn.
net/198.71.233.72/y4n.574.myftpupload.com/wp-content/
uploads/2022/06/NGIN-Communication-Resource-Guide-
for-Inclusive-Economic-Development.pdf 

67	 Oregon Department of Transportation. (2022, July). Oregon 
national electric vehicle infrastructure plan. https://www.oregon.
gov/odot/climate/Documents/Oregon%20NEVI%20EV%20
State%20Plan.pdf

       SECTION 6: Natural Environment    89

https://www.epa.gov/sciencematters/epa-researchers-investigate-impacts-wildfires-water-resources
https://www.epa.gov/sciencematters/epa-researchers-investigate-impacts-wildfires-water-resources
https://www.epa.gov/sciencematters/epa-researchers-investigate-impacts-wildfires-water-resources
https://www.drought.gov/what-is-drought/drought-basics
https://www.drought.gov/what-is-drought/drought-basics
https://sos.oregon.gov/audits/documents/2023-04.pdf?utm_source=SOS&utm_medium=egov_redirect&utm_campaign=https%3A%2F%2Fsos.oregon.gov%2Fwater
https://sos.oregon.gov/audits/documents/2023-04.pdf?utm_source=SOS&utm_medium=egov_redirect&utm_campaign=https%3A%2F%2Fsos.oregon.gov%2Fwater
https://sos.oregon.gov/audits/documents/2023-04.pdf?utm_source=SOS&utm_medium=egov_redirect&utm_campaign=https%3A%2F%2Fsos.oregon.gov%2Fwater
https://www.oregonwaterfutures.org/report-20-21
https://oeconline.org/new-report-elevates-water-justice-in-oregon/
https://oeconline.org/new-report-elevates-water-justice-in-oregon/
https://www.orcities.org/download_file/1631/0
https://www.orcities.org/download_file/1631/0
https://oregonlandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Source-Water-Guide-June-2023-Update.pdf
https://oregonlandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Source-Water-Guide-June-2023-Update.pdf
https://oregonlandtrusts.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Source-Water-Guide-June-2023-Update.pdf
https://agsci.oregonstate.edu/sites/agscid7/files/main/about/oragecon_report_2021.pdf
https://agsci.oregonstate.edu/sites/agscid7/files/main/about/oragecon_report_2021.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_State_Level/Oregon/
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_State_Level/Oregon/
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_State_Level/Oregon/
https://agsci.oregonstate.edu/sites/agscid7/files/main/about/oragecon_report_2021.pdf
https://agsci.oregonstate.edu/sites/agscid7/files/main/about/oragecon_report_2021.pdf
https://www.oregonlive.com/business/2023/07/aging-farmers-toil-well-past-retirement-with-no-heirs-or-desire-to-leave-land-theyve-tended-for-decades.html
https://www.oregonlive.com/business/2023/07/aging-farmers-toil-well-past-retirement-with-no-heirs-or-desire-to-leave-land-theyve-tended-for-decades.html
https://www.oregonlive.com/business/2023/07/aging-farmers-toil-well-past-retirement-with-no-heirs-or-desire-to-leave-land-theyve-tended-for-decades.html
https://www.oregonlive.com/business/2023/07/aging-farmers-toil-well-past-retirement-with-no-heirs-or-desire-to-leave-land-theyve-tended-for-decades.html
https://oeconline.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/pop.pdf
https://oeconline.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/pop.pdf
https://secureservercdn.net/198.71.233.72/y4n.574.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/NGIN-Communication-Resource-Guide-for-Inclusive-Economic-Development.pdf
https://secureservercdn.net/198.71.233.72/y4n.574.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/NGIN-Communication-Resource-Guide-for-Inclusive-Economic-Development.pdf
https://secureservercdn.net/198.71.233.72/y4n.574.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/NGIN-Communication-Resource-Guide-for-Inclusive-Economic-Development.pdf
https://secureservercdn.net/198.71.233.72/y4n.574.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/NGIN-Communication-Resource-Guide-for-Inclusive-Economic-Development.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/odot/climate/Documents/Oregon%20NEVI%20EV%20State%20Plan.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/odot/climate/Documents/Oregon%20NEVI%20EV%20State%20Plan.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/odot/climate/Documents/Oregon%20NEVI%20EV%20State%20Plan.pdf


The physical design of our homes, office 

buildings and streets shapes and defines 

the ways we live and how we interact. 

Architects and city or regional planners 

often design these spaces to manage the 

flow of people and encourage movement 

or connection along with other goals like 

ensuring health and safety. 

SECTION 7

Built   
Environment

Other examples of our built environment include 
everything from power plants, schools, ports, commu-
nication systems, water pipes and treatment centers 
to sidewalks and trails. The related concept of infra-
structure can refer to physical buildings as well as to 
structures and systems that organize and even facil-
itate flow and connection. Some infrastructure, like 
power lines and highways, is in plain sight; satellite 
communication networks, internet fiber cables and 
airline flight paths may be less obvious.

On a large scale, additions to our built environ-
ment and infrastructure can mark the priorities of 
the current moment and act as blueprints for the 

In this chapter
	Q Access to broadband
	Q Transportation
	Q Connection points
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The built environment shapes human health from 
birth by promoting physical activity, optimizing air 
quality, and mitigating environmental hazards.

future — whether that future 
includes more community 
engagement or clean, efficient 
energy. 

Throughout history, infrastruc-
ture advancements have been 
linked with economic growth, 
from the construction of rail-
ways in the 19th century to the 
introduction of the internet in 
the 20th.1 The human-made 
features of our environment 
also intertwine with aspects of 
the natural environment like 
land, air, water and weather. 
These systems can mutually 
reinforce each other, supporting 
the resilience of our natural 
world alongside that of our 
cities, towns and communities. 

The built environment shapes 
human health from birth by 
promoting physical activity, 
optimizing indoor and outdoor 
air quality, and mitigating envi-
ronmental hazards like expo-
sure to lead, extreme heat and 
wildfires.2 What we construct 
also shapes the social aspects of 
our lives and can either facili-
tate connections or contribute 
to artificial divides, reinforcing 
or fueling inequality in our 
communities.3 

Globally, the United Nations 
estimates that three-quarters 
of the infrastructure that will 
be present in 2050 is yet to be 
built.4 Technological advances 
and population growth in 
the coming years present an 
opportunity to redesign our 
power, telecommunication, 
transport, and heating and 
cooling systems in ways that 
support human and environ-
mental well-being. Reimagining 
our built environment in new 
ways — especially our buildings 
and transportation systems —
holds considerable potential to 

reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions and create healthier and 
more resilient places.5 

Planners are also seeing the 
transformative potential of the 
current moment as the federal 
government invests signifi-
cantly in infrastructure. The 
opportunity we face is to build 
something better by taking the 
goals of well-being, equity and 
inclusivity as starting points for 
design and infrastructure rather 
than as afterthoughts.6 

Looking ahead, how do we 
build structures and systems 

Cascade Head. Photo: Jennifer Emerling/The Nature Conservancy
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that support opportunity, connection, large-scale 
problem-solving and general well-being? In this 
section, we explore broadband internet and trans-
portation systems as two examples that high-
light the limits and opportunities of our present 
moment.

	 Discussion of Key 
Indicators

ACCESS TO BROADBAND

The internet continually expands and reshapes 
the ways we interact and access opportunities. It’s 
opened new territory — working toward a degree 
after putting the kids to bed, maintaining commu-
nication during natural disasters, finding a dream 
job via remote work, using precision farming tech-
niques with satellite imagery, or reading to grand-
children across state lines. 

Broadband (high-speed internet) is faster than 
dial-up connections and is an entry point to full 
participation in social, economic and educational 
benefits. Although it is increasingly embedded 
into services, education, products and job require-
ments, it isn’t universally available or accessed. 
Much like running water and electricity, many 
now consider high-speed internet access a modern 
utility foundational to the way we live. 

Infrastructure and availability

The vision for universal access to high-speed 
internet is as bold as it is vital. And it’s coming 
closer to reality with the news of more than $800 
million in federal funding for Oregon broadband 
in 2023 (the price tag for a fully connected state is 
close to $3 billion).7 

According to the Oregon Office of Broadband’s 
five-year plan, federal Broadband Equity Access 
and Deployment (BEAD) funding will go first to 
areas without broadband — which are often rural —
and then to areas with inadequate or outdated 
broadband.

Importantly, our understanding of what is consid-
ered adequate broadband is also shifting quickly. 
A 2015 definition that allows just one person in 
a household to access Zoom meetings, Google 
meetups or remote learning is already considered 
outdated and indicates an “underserved” house-
hold to the Oregon Office of Broadband.8 

Oregon is the nation’s 10th largest state, and its 
mountains, valleys, canyons, forests and large 
swaths of public land all pose special challenges to 
installing broadband fiber cables. The largest areas 
without broadband are the coast, the Coast Range 
and areas east of the Cascade Range.9 Many rural 
and tribal communities are left without quality 
service, along with developments just beyond city 
limits and even pockets within urban areas.10 

As an example, the Warm Springs Indian 
Reservation is home to deep canyons and areas of 
solid rock where it costs $55 per foot to lay down 
copper, cable or fiber internet lines. In areas like 
the Willamette Valley, which have fairly soft soil, 
it costs only $5 per foot.11 Also, places without 
high-speed internet access are often asked to bear 
the infrastructure costs in ways that other areas 
don’t have to. Targeted support to get Oregon fully 
connected comes mainly from federal infrastruc-
ture funding and U.S. Department of Agriculture 
rural development funds, in addition to local inno-
vations through cooperatives. 

Cyber Mill, Grant County
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Access and affordability

A 2023 report from the Brookings Institution finds 
that “digitalization divides across and within 
places now stand as one of the nation’s starkest 
limits on opportunity,” in part because the full 
spectrum of jobs (including those with digital 
components) aren’t available in rural areas.12 

Ideally, there’s a balance between increasing digital 
skills and jobs while still maintaining place-based 
opportunities and local character. Of those who 
live in areas without broadband, almost half 
report they are definitely or very likely planning 
to relocate to get better internet access.13 In rural 
areas, communities with broadband access are 
more likely to host business startups compared to 
areas without access, especially in remote areas 
and for woman-led businesses and companies 
without storefronts.14 Indeed, the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture has named broadband as one of its 
cornerstone strategies for rural growth and pros-
perity in the coming years.15 

Research on the benefits of broadband emphasizes 
that availability alone won’t help communities —
the impacts are strongest with widespread adop-
tion.16 Today’s recommended standard (a minimum 
of 100 megabits per second download and upload) 
is available to, but not necessarily accessed by, 2 
out of 3 Oregonians.17 (See Figure 28, below.)

Once broadband is available locally, households 
still need affordable options, language accessi-
bility, devices to connect and an understanding 
of how to navigate the internet safely. Less than 
half of U.S. households with income in the bottom 
20% connect to the internet at home, whereas 
95% of households with income in the top 20% 
do so.18 Sizable differences also exist by race and 
ethnicity. About 80% of white adults have home 
broadband, compared to 71% of Black/African 
American adults and 65% of those identifying as 
Hispanic.19 Oregon’s Digital Equity Plan also shows 
that people with disabilities, veterans, older adults 

FIGURE 28. American households have already outgrown the 25/3 Mbps download/upload standard set by 
the U.S. Federal Communications Commission.
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and English-language learners face more access 
barriers and use home internet at lower rates.20 

Individuals and communities need to be able to tap 
into the benefits of broadband without laying the 
groundwork and addressing barriers to access on 
their own. The Digital Equity Plan outlines how 
the state is addressing areas that are disconnected, 
unserved or underserved,21 and Oregon’s rural 
school districts, tribes and local cooperatives are 
working with state and federal partners to secure 
loans and grants for a connected future.  

TRANSPORTATION 

One common symbol of connection is a bridge. 
And indeed, Oregon’s transportation infrastructure 
helps connect us. Our statewide transportation 
landscape includes 23 marine ports, 87,643 miles 
of roads, 2,400 miles of rail, seven commercial 
airports and 7,669 bridges. Over 11,000 public 
transit stops dot the state, including those that 
connect cities and towns over long distances and 
those for local buses and trains.22 In 2017, this 
network moved over $300 billion of commodities 
into, across or out of Oregon, and this value is 
expected to grow significantly in coming years.23 

Our transportation systems connect us to each 
other in ways that make them relevant for our 
economy and for each of the other focus areas we 
explore in this report. They also connect us with 
natural places and play a significant role 
in shaping the health of our environment.

But as much as transportation can connect us, 
it has also been a source of lasting division. The 
construction of the nation’s highway system in 
the 1950s and 1960s tore through numerous Black 
communities, creating walls between neighbors 
that persist today.24 The Oregonian has taken a  
deep dive into a still-reverberating example from 
Oregon’s history: the destruction of Black-owned 
homes and businesses in Portland’s Albina district 
to make way for Interstate 5.25 Or we could look 
further back in time to the Oregon Trail, which 
brought nonnative white settlers west in great 
numbers while carving a new path through the 
landscape’s established travel patterns. 

Similar histories from across the nation have 
lasting legacies today. For example, national 
research shows that people of color are dispropor-
tionately more likely to live near highways and in 
areas with higher exposure to pollution from our 
nation’s leading sources of emissions, including 
exhaust from cars and trucks.26 And while trans-
portation constraints are a cause of missed medical 
appointments for millions of Americans, the rates 
are higher in neighborhoods that are more reliant 
on public transportation, which are most often 
communities of color.27 

Thanks to estimates from the Oregon Office of 
Rural Health, we can also see how transportation 
times to reach medical services vary dramatically 
across our state’s geography. Although their anal-
ysis is specific to health care access, similar stories 
can be told about travel times for other basic needs 
like jobs and groceries.28 

The Office of Rural Health constructs estimates by 
looking at the time required to get from the largest 
town in each of Oregon’s 128 health care service 
areas to the nearest available clinic officially 
recognized by OHA for providing high-quality, 
patient-centered care. The average travel time 
statewide is 13.1 minutes, with longer trips required 
in rural and frontier areas. Estimated travel times 
extend as high as 75 minutes one way for Jordan 
Valley and 53 minutes for Swisshome/Triangle 
Lake.29 These are already long trips, but they could 
be thought of as minimums since the analysis 
does not take into account additional factors like 
whether residents have access to a car. 

On this note, as Oregon’s population grows 
older — a particularly pronounced trend in many 
rural areas of the state — shared ride services and 
public transit become increasingly important alter-
natives for access. And while on-demand, acces-
sible transit options exist in some areas, those who 
rely on these services — including Oregonians with 
mobility challenges — experience significant cost 
and time burdens from doing so. In rural parts of 
the state without access to these resources, resi-
dents report feeling essentially required to own a 
vehicle or to move.30 
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	 Exploring Connection 
Points

BUILT ENVIRONMENT + EDUCATION

Digital learning is increasingly wired into 
lesson plans and schools, and 95% of 
public schools nationally now offer 
students digital devices (laptops, 
Chromebooks or tablets) if needed.31 In 
part because of the pandemic, the 

percentage of U.S. school districts with adequate 
broadband has risen by 57% since 2020.32 

Today’s recommended bandwidth for school connec-
tivity is a minimum of 1 megabit per second (Mbps) 
per student. In Oregon, 3 out of 4 school districts 
meet that benchmark. Internet costs for districts vary 
wildly from $0.03 monthly/Mbps in Gresham to $15 
in Paisley and Vernonia, which contributes to chal-
lenges in meeting the benchmark.33

Want to explore further? Turn to Education, page 32.

BUILT ENVIRONMENT + HOUSING

As we think about what makes up our built 
environment, we might consider every-
thing from cables for high-speed internet 
and roads for transportation (like those we 
discuss above) to single family homes and 
apartment buildings. In this report, we 

have held housing as a separate focus area given its 
current critical importance for community well-being 
in Oregon. We can also see that housing has complex 
connections with other built aspects of our communi-
ties. The availability and usefulness of affordable 
housing depends on access to reliable internet, 
transportation infrastructure, water services and other 
necessities.34 Our experiences of our homes can be 
shaped by whether there are convenient, safe walking 
paths in our neighborhood. As cities across the 
country consider growing needs for housing, planners 
are increasingly considering the potential of underuti-
lized office space.35

Want to explore further? Turn to Housing, page 64.

Open Signal
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