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Unsigned editorials are the 
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opinions of the authors and not 
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LETTERS

• The Observer welcomes letters 

to the editor. We edit letters for 

brevity, grammar, taste and legal 

reasons. We will not publish con-

sumer complaints against busi-

nesses, personal attacks against 

private individuals or comments 

that can incite violence. We also 

discourage thank-you letters.

• Letters should be no longer than 

350 words and must be signed and 

carry the author’s name, address 

and phone number (for verifi -

cation only). We will not publish 

anonymous letters.

• Letter writers are limited to one 

letter every two weeks.

• Longer community comment 

columns, such as Other Views, 

must be no more than 700 words. 

Writers must provide a recent 

headshot and a one-sentence 

biography. Like letters to the 

editor, columns must refrain from 

complaints against businesses or 

personal attacks against private 

individuals. Submissions must 

carry the author’s name, address 

and phone number.

• Submission does not guarantee 

publication, which is at the discre-

tion of the editor.
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Saturday, October 2, 2021 

T
he news that more than half of Oregon’s 
state employees will get an extra six weeks 
to get inoculated against COVID-19 was 

welcome, but the question of what happens after 
the deadline remains unanswered.

Gov. Kate Brown pushed back the earlier 
October deadline and set Nov. 30 as the fi nal date 
state employees must be vaccinated. The decision 
aff ects more than 20,000 workers.

Yet many people — including many in the 
health care industry — have no intention of get-
ting vaccinated for a variety of reasons, and that 
could mean the state will face a new crisis on top 
of an already spiraling COVID-19 surge.

Now, more than a quarter of all health care 
workers in Umatilla, Union and Morrow counties 
remain unvaccinated. All those workers would be 
fi red or forced to resign under the governor’s vac-
cination mandate.

Dr. Jon Hitzman, Umatilla County’s public 
health offi  cer, said last week the situation is like a 
game of chicken.

“Who’s going to relent fi rst?” he asked.
That we’ve reached this point in what is a 

once-a-century pandemic is beyond troubling. It 
is sad.

Yet, here we are. If neither side budges — and 
so far, the governor hasn’t indicated she plans 
to back down — then the small towns scattered 
across Eastern Oregon will encounter a new med-
ical emergency because there will be fewer qual-
ifi ed people to attend to those with the virus and 
people injured or in need of serious care.

In a sense, the area’s hospitals are caught in the 
middle — a not uncommon situation since the 
pandemic began — as they must comply with the 
state mandate but, at the same time, need quali-
fi ed people to operate eff ectively.

Ultimately, much of the fi nal consequence of 
this situation is out of the hands of residents of 
the region. We can sympathize with health care 
workers, or we can feel they should all follow the 
governor’s mandate but, in the end, it will be an 
individual decision thousands of workers have to 
make.

So, the real question is what measures and fail-
safes are elected leaders across the region pro-
posing to overcome a sudden loss of thousands of 
qualifi ed workers? What will be the state’s role 
if the region faces a mass exodus of health care 
workers? Have local elected leaders reached out 
to state leaders about the issue? If so, what plan is 
in the works?

We can’t aff ord to wait around and see who 
blinks fi rst. We need actionable plans in case we 
lose a great number of workers.

OUR VIEW

Opinion A4

M
y family’s cattle ranching 
heritage dates back to Cal-
ifornia’s Gold Rush. Today, 

my wife, Katie, and I are still going 
strong, and one day we hope to have 
a ranch of our own that our daughter 
can inherit.

We also want our daughter 
to inherit a country where gov-
ernment treats people equally. 
COVID-19-related federal farm 
loan forgiveness does just the oppo-
site, treating people as members of 
their racial group.

Right now, we live and tend 
cattle on my parents’ ranch in 
Baker City. At the same time, we’re 
buying equipment and building our 
herd, so we’re ready to start our 
own farm when we can aff ord to 
buy property.

We’ve taken out federal loans to 
pay for equipment and cattle, which 
we’re repaying with income from 
other full-time jobs — Katie works 
in sales, and I have a job as a rail-
road engineer. Between our second 
jobs and the ranch, we easily put in 
100-hour workweeks.

As demanding as that had been, 
it was nothing compared to the 
pandemic. Meat packinghouses 
shut down last year, aff ecting our 
supply chain. Now we have rising 
fuel prices, no seasonal workers 
willing to help with our cattle, and 
the worst drought in Eastern Ore-
gon’s history.

On top of all that, we have a new 
baby and more than $200,000 in 
outstanding loans. It sounds ludi-
crous, but the reality is that the 

government considers us good 
enough for federal farm loans, not 
loan forgiveness, because we have 
the wrong skin color.

Katie and I heard about the 
American Rescue Plan Act of 2021, 
and we were excited because the 
COVID relief funding included $4 
billion in loan forgiveness up to 
120% of USDA loan amounts.

That would have been life-
changing for us.

Then one day, while I was on 
the tractor — where I listen to 
news and podcasts — I heard that 
the loan forgiveness was only for 
“socially disadvantaged farmers,” 
which, in the government’s eyes, 
are racial minority farmers and 
ranchers.

My fi rst thought was, “Socially 
disadvantaged farmers? Isn’t that 
anyone like us who has an FSA 
loan?”

Farm Service Agency, or FSA, 
operating loans are designed for 
people who have already been 
turned down by other lending insti-
tutions and cannot get traditional 
fi nancing anywhere else. We are in 
our mid-30s, we didn’t have a lot 
of cash, and we were still building 
up equity, so the FSA was our only 
choice.

If Congress decides to forgive 
these loans, I’ll cheer them on. But 
there’s no logic behind the use of 
race to make that decision.

I may be a rancher, but I also 
have a history degree and a passion 
for the bedrock principles of our 
nation’s founding: fairness, justice, 
liberty. 

This loan forgiveness is every-
thing but.

It’s discriminatory and violates 
the Constitution’s guarantee of 
equal protection before the law.

To be sure, racial discrimina-
tion for any reason is unaccept-
able. In this case, the govern-
ment insists it’s making up for the 
USDA’s past discrimination against 
Black farmers and ranchers. But 
the government has already paid 
billions of dollars to do just that. 
In any case, past discrimination 
cannot be remedied with more 
discrimination.

I credit my wife for what hap-
pened next. She and my daughter 
were shuttling me around to do 
routine chores, and I told her how 
farmers in other states are suing to 
end the USDA’s discrimination. I 
wanted to do the same in Oregon, 
but suing the federal government 
seemed too daunting, time-con-
suming and expensive.

“I can’t,” I said.
“Yes, you can!” she shot back. 

“Because right now, you still have a 
voice in this country and the oppor-
tunity and the right to speak your 
voice.”

The next day, I contacted Pacifi c 
Legal Foundation, and soon after-
ward, Katie and I fi led a federal 
lawsuit.

To be perfectly clear, our law-
suit is not about money, or loan 
forgiveness, or the hardworking 
people who would have received 
it. It’s about equal treatment for all 
farmers and ranchers and fi ghting 
back when the government does the 
opposite. 

For us, it’s also about setting an 
example for our daughter so that 
she might someday embrace and 
exercise her right as an American 
to stand up and speak out for her 
beliefs.

———
James Dunlap is a rancher 

residing near Baker City.

Lawsuit is about equal treatment

Issues remain 
after deadline 
pushed back
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