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COMMUNITY ACTION PROGRAM OF EAST CENTRAL 
OREGON COMMUNITY NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

 
Community Action Program of East Central Oregon (CAPECO) serves seven counties—

Gilliam, Hood River, Morrow, Sherman, Umatilla, Wasco, and Wheeler—with the 
mission of combating the causes and conditions of poverty while promoting independence, 

dignity, and justice. 
 
Purpose 
As required for all Community Action Agencies, CAPECO conducts a Community Needs 
Assessment (CNA) every three - five years to identify underlying barriers, resource gaps, 
and priority needs for low-income individuals and vulnerable populations. 
 
CAPECO utilizes the Results Oriented Management and Accountability (ROMA) framework 
to analyze and evaluate our organization’s mission, goals, targets, and measurable 
outcomes. ROMA principles include the following: 

• Assess poverty needs and conditions within the community. 
• Define a clear anti-poverty mission and the strategies and services to address those 

needs, both immediate and longer term, in the context of existing resources and 
opportunities in the community. 

• Identify specific improvements, or results, to be achieved among people with low 
incomes and communities in which they live. 

• Organize and implement programs, services, and strategies within the agency and 
among partnering organizations, to achieve anticipated results. 

• Develop and implement processes to identify, measure, and record improvements 
in the condition of people with low-incomes and the communities in which they live 
that result from CAPECO’s intervention. 

• Use information about outcomes, or results, among agency tripartite boards and 
staff to determine overall effectiveness; inform annual and long-range planning; and 
promote new funding and community partnership activities. 

 
Population & Service Area Profile 
CAPECO’s service area includes a mix of rural, frontier, agricultural, and tribal 
communities. The population includes: 

• Large rural distances and limited infrastructure 
• High proportions of agricultural and seasonal laborers 
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• Significant Native American populations 
• Aging communities with rising needs for in-home and supportive services 

 
CAPECO serves a total of seven counties but provides only senior services in Hood 

River, Sherman, and Wasco Counties through an Area Agency on Aging contract with 
an Area Plan serving as a needs assessment for services. A full complement of 
traditional Community Action Agency services is provided in Umatilla, Morrow, 

Gilliam, and Wheeler Counties and as such requires a Community Needs Assessment 
in accordance with the Community Services Block Grant agreement. 

 
The following demographic and geographic factors shape Community Action Agency 
services across the region. Data is derived from American Community Survey (ACS 2024) 
and Census. 
 
Umatilla County Demographics 
 
Key Indicators 

Population Median  Age Households 
80, 491 36.9 28,707 

 
Age  

  
 
 
 
 
 

24.0%

59.3%

16.7%

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0% 70.0%

Under 18

19-64

65 & Over



Board Approved 8.26.26 
 

Gender  

 
  
Race  
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Household and Housing 
• Persons per household: 2.65 
• Owner-occupied housing: 67.9% 
• Median home value: $282,600 
• Median rent: $997 

 
Economic Indicators 

• Median household income: $67,518 
• Per capita income: $31,650  
• Poverty rate: 11.2%  

 
Key industry revenues (2022) 

• Retail sales: $1.38B 
• Health care/social assistance: $514M 
• Transportation/warehousing: $252M 
• Accommodation & food services: $323M 

 
Education 

• High school graduate or higher: 84.2% 
• Bachelor’s degree or higher: 18.3% 

 
Transportation 

• Average commute time: 19.1 minutes  
• Commute habits:  

o 76% drive alone 
o 13% carpool 
o 7% work from home 

 
Morrow County Demographics 
 
Key Indicators 

Population Median  Age Households 
12,300 36.3 4,326 
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Age  

 
 
Gender  

 
 
Race 

 

27.2%

56.3%

16.5%

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0%

Under 18

19-64

65 & Over

49.4%50.6%

Female Male

61.3%

0.5%
1.4%

0.3%
0.0%

22.8%

13.7%

White Black American Indian/Alaska Native

Asian Pacific Islander Some other race

Two or more races



Board Approved 8.26.26 
 

Ethnicity 

 
 
Households & Housing 

• Persons per household: 2.83 
• Owner-occupied housing: 71.6% 
• Median home value: $240,400 
• Median rent: $995 
• Housing units: 5,130 

 
Economic Indicators 

• Median household income: $75,448 
• Per capita income: $31,127  
• Poverty rate: 13.2% 

 
Industry & Commerce 

• Retail sales: $146.9M 
• Health care/social assistance revenue: $51.9M 
• Transportation/warehousing revenue: $15.7M 
• Accommodation & food services: $14.6M 

Education 
• High school graduate or higher: 76.2% 
• Bachelor’s degree or higher: 10.1% 

 
Transportation 

• Mean commute time: 23.4 minutes 
• Modes of travel:  

o 75% drive alone 
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o 13% carpool 
o 5% walk 
o 3% work from home 

 
Gilliam County Demographics 
 

Population Median  Age Households 
1,971 50.1 875 

 
Age 

 
Gilliam County has one of the oldest median ages in Oregon, reflecting a high proportion of 
residents aged 60+. 
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Race   

 
  

Ethnicity 

 
 
Households & Housing 

• Persons per household: 2.21 
• Owner-occupied housing: 74.1% 
• Median home value: $189,300 
• Median gross rent: $1,125 
• Housing units (2024): 1,143 
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Economic Indicators 
• Median household income: $66,917  
• Per capita income: $37,790 
• Poverty rate: 15.3% (above state and national averages) 

 
Key industry revenue  

• Retail sales: $20.8M 
• Transportation & warehousing: $3.25M 
• Other categories are suppressed due to low counts 

 
Education 

• High school graduate or higher: 88.7% 
• Bachelor’s degree or higher: 21.0% 

 
Transportation 

• Mean commute time: 19 minutes 
• Commute modes:  

o 75% drive alone 
o 9% carpool 
o 10% walk 
o 7% work from home 

 
Wheeler County Demographics 
 

Population Median  Age Households 
1,485 59.3 703 

 
Age 

 
Wheeler County has one of the oldest median ages in Oregon, reflecting a high proportion of 
residents aged 60+. 
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Gender 

 
 
Race  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

47.7%
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Ethnicity 

 
 
Households & Housing 

• Persons per household: 2.08 
• Owner-occupied housing: 71.8% 
• Median home value: $272,400 
• Median gross rent: $870 
• Housing units: 976 

 
Economic Indicators 

• Median household income: $55,284  
• Per capita income: $39,179 
• Poverty rate: 10.8% 

 
Industry Revenue 

• Total retail sales: $8.38M 
(Other sector data withheld due to small sample reporting limits.) 
 
Education 

• High school graduate or higher: 91.0% 
• Bachelor’s degree or higher: 18.8% 

 
Transportation 

• Mean commute time: 24.0 minutes  
• Commute modes:  

o 66% drive alone 
o 6% carpool 
o 4% walk 
o 20% work from home 
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What it is like being “low-income” in Umatilla County 
Lived reality: Even above the official poverty line, many households sit under 60–80% of 
area median income—earning too much for some programs but too little to keep pace with 
housing, childcare, and groceries. Based on: 

• Median household income is about $67.5K (ACS 2019–2023). Households below 
~50–80% of this tend to qualify for various housing and benefit programs. 
[censusreporter.org] 

• HUD’s 2024 income limits for Umatilla County (used by Housing Choice 
Vouchers/tax-credit housing) classify a 4-person household as “very low income” at 
$42,650 and “low income” at $68,250; “extremely low” is $31,200. These 
thresholds illustrate how quickly a working family can still fall into “low-income” 
status given local wages. [webgen1fil...revize.com] 

• Poverty rate is around 11.2% overall, near the state average; children and seniors 
are close to that mark as well. [censusreporter.org] 

Housing: “cost-burdened” is common based on: 
• The median gross rent countywide is about $997/month (ACS 2019–2023). For a 

household earning $42,650 (HUD “very low income” for family of four), that’s ~28% 
of monthly income before utilities—close to the 30% affordability line. 
[censusreporter.org], [webgen1fil...revize.com] 

• HUD’s 2025 fair market rent (FMR) (40th-percentile) for a 2-bedroom in Umatilla 
County is $1,136; in Pendleton’s ZIP 97801, the FY2026 FMR is $1,241 for a 
2-bedroom—showing modest upward pressure. [ushousingdata.com], [fmr.fyi] 

• Owner costs are also rising: the median selected monthly owner cost with a 
mortgage is $1,640 (ACS 2019–2023). [censusreporter.org] 

What this means: Many low-income renters spend a third or more of income on housing, 
and moves are hard because deposits and limited vacancy eat cash reserves. 

Work & earnings: volatility is based on: 
• Unemployment floated between ~4–6% in 2024, reaching 5.6% in Dec 2025; local 

reports show retail and leisure/hospitality softness, while health services and state 
government added jobs—so hours can be uneven in service sectors that many 
low-income workers rely on. [fred.stlouisfed.org], [digitalcol...oregon.gov] 

• Commute times are short (≈19 minutes on average), but many jobs are dispersed 
and shift-based, complicating childcare and transportation. [censusreporter.org] 

What this means: Seasonal shifts and rotating schedules can knock a budget off balance, 
especially when rent and utilities are flat costs. 

Childcare: scarce and expensive based on: 
• Oregon remains a child-care desert for infants/toddlers in most counties; statewide 

infant care averages $1,085–$1,860 per month, often exceeding a mortgage or rent 

https://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US41059-umatilla-county-or/
https://webgen1files1.revize.com/umatillacntyhousingauthorityor/Documents/Document%20Center/PH%20Income%20Limits.pdf
https://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US41059-umatilla-county-or/
https://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US41059-umatilla-county-or/
https://webgen1files1.revize.com/umatillacntyhousingauthorityor/Documents/Document%20Center/PH%20Income%20Limits.pdf
https://www.ushousingdata.com/fair-market-rents/umatilla-county-or
https://fmr.fyi/zip/97801
https://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US41059-umatilla-county-or/
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/ORUMAT9URN
https://digitalcollections.library.oregon.gov/nodes/view/309336
https://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US41059-umatilla-county-or/
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payment. Even where preschool access has improved, infant/toddler slots are still 
tight. [myoregon.gov], [orvoices.org] 

• Umatilla County’s Early Learning Profile (2024) shows limited licensed slot capacity 
relative to children under 5 and documents local median prices (toddler center 
care) that track the state’s affordability problem. [health.ore...nstate.edu] 

 
What this means: For low-income parents, full-time care can consume a third or more of 

take-home pay; many patch together relatives, split shifts, or leave the workforce 
temporarily. 

 
Food & health: access and assistance based on: 

• Food assistance demand is elevated statewide; Oregon Food Bank reports record 
visits and ongoing strain on rural networks. Locally, CAPECO coordinates pantries 
and USDA TEFAP distributions across Umatilla, with multiple weekly sites in 
Hermiston, Milton-Freewater, and elsewhere. [api.oregon...odbank.org], [capeco-
works.org] 

• SNAP is a key backstop; Oregon DHS maintains broad eligibility pathways and an 
online estimator to preview benefits. (County-level participation is released 
biannually.) [oregon.gov], [fns.usda.gov], [snapestima...tate.or.us] 

• Uninsured rate is relatively low in Oregon overall; ACS shows improved coverage in 
2024. In Umatilla County, ~9.2% of people under 65 lack health insurance (ACS 
2019–2023). [oregon.gov], [censusreporter.org] 

 
What this means: Food boxes and SNAP stretch budgets at month-end; people still skip 

dental/vision and some preventive care due to cost, even when insured. 
 
Transportation: better than many rural areas based on: 

• Kayak Public Transit (CTUIR) runs fare-free fixed routes connecting Pendleton, 
Mission, Milton-Freewater, Hermiston, Boardman, and regional hubs (La Grande, 
Walla Walla). Local cities also operate limited services and ride supports for 
seniors/people with disabilities. [ctuir.org], [olis.orego...lature.gov] 

 
What this means: Bus access helps reduce car expenses for some households, but service 

frequency and shift-time coverage can still be gaps for night and weekend workers. 
 

Housing & benefit navigation—where people actually go: 
• Housing Income Limits & Rent Caps: Oregon Housing and Community Services 

posts current income and rent limits used by local affordable properties and LIHTC 
projects—useful when screening waitlists. [oregon.gov] 

• Fair Market Rents & payment standards: HUD publishes annual FMRs (and 
Small-Area FMRs by ZIP) that local housing authorities use to set voucher payment 
standards, a baseline for what a voucher can cover. [huduser.gov], 
[federalregister.gov] 

https://www.myoregon.gov/2025/09/29/new-report-shows-state-child-care-investments-are-paying-off/
https://www.orvoices.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/OregonVoices-ChildCareBrief-091024.pdf
https://health.oregonstate.edu/sites/health.oregonstate.edu/files/2025-07/2024-umatilla-county-early-learning-profile.pdf
https://api.oregonfoodbank.org/assets/download/FNL_ImpactReport2025_Digital-1.pdf
https://www.capeco-works.org/pantries.html
https://www.capeco-works.org/pantries.html
https://www.oregon.gov/dhs/assistance/food-benefits/Pages/eligibility-apply.aspx
https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
https://snapestimate.dhsoha.state.or.us/
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/HPA/ANALYTICS/InsuranceData/2024-ACS-Factsheet-OR-and-US-f.pdf
https://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US41059-umatilla-county-or/
https://ctuir.org/departments/tribal-planning-office/kayak-public-transit/bus-schedules/
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2025R1/Downloads/PublicTestimonyDocument/212548
https://www.oregon.gov/ohcs/compliance-monitoring/Pages/rent-income-limits.aspx
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr.html
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2025/08/22/2025-16060/fair-market-rents-for-the-housing-choice-voucher-program-moderate-rehabilitation-single-room


Board Approved 8.26.26 
 

• Food & essentials: CAPECO’s pantry directory and hours for Hermiston, Pendleton, 
Milton-Freewater, Umatilla and smaller towns. [capeco-works.org] 

The bigger picture: how Umatilla compares: 
• Income & poverty: Umatilla’s median income trails Oregon overall; poverty is near 

state average—so the gap between wages and key costs (rent, childcare, utilities) is 
the daily pressure point for low-income families. [censusreporter.org] 

• Rents vs. incomes: FMRs and median rents mean a 2-bedroom often requires $38–
$50K annual income to stay under 30% of gross—right at or above HUD “very low 
income” for a family of four—leaving little room for child care, car repairs, or 
medical bills. [ushousingdata.com], [fmr.fyi], [webgen1fil...revize.com] 

 
Bottom line 
Being low-income in Umatilla County means tight housing budgets, high child-care 
hurdles, and careful juggling of work, food, and transportation. The upside relative to many 
rural areas: fare-free regional buses, short commutes, and active pantry networks help, 
but benefit navigation is often the difference between staying afloat and falling behind. 
[censusreporter.org], [ctuir.org], [capeco-works.org] 
 
What It’s Like Being “low-income” in Morrow County 
Morrow County is small, rural, and rapidly changing. For low-income residents, day-to-day 
life is shaped by high housing costs relative to wages, limited child-care availability, fast-
growing populations in Boardman/Irrigon, and heavy reliance on food assistance networks. 
The county’s demographics, industry types, and geography create a mix of opportunities 
and challenges. Based on: 

• Median household income (2024 ACS): $75,448, above the Oregon median but 
heavily split between higher-earning agricultural/industrial jobs and lower-wage 
service roles. [oregon.gov] 

• Per capita income: $31,127, signaling many households rely on multiple earners to 
stay afloat. [oregon.gov] 

• Poverty rate: 13.2%, slightly above the state rate. Children under 18 face a 15% 
poverty rate, and seniors around 9%. [oregon.gov] 

• Hispanic/Latino residents make up ~42%, reflecting strong agricultural labor 
presence and highlighting language, workplace, and access barriers. [census.gov] 

What this means: Despite the high median income, many families—especially farmworker, 
food-processing, and service-industry households—are stretched thin, earning too much 

to qualify for some aid but not enough to cover rising costs. 

Housing is “affordable” on paper—but not in practice based on: 
• Median home value: $240,400 (2024 ACS)—lower than statewide costs, but wages 

are also lower, widening the affordability gap. [qualityinfo.org] 

https://www.capeco-works.org/pantries.html
https://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US41059-umatilla-county-or/
https://www.ushousingdata.com/fair-market-rents/umatilla-county-or
https://fmr.fyi/zip/97801
https://webgen1files1.revize.com/umatillacntyhousingauthorityor/Documents/Document%20Center/PH%20Income%20Limits.pdf
https://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US41059-umatilla-county-or/
https://ctuir.org/departments/tribal-planning-office/kayak-public-transit/bus-schedules/
https://www.capeco-works.org/pantries.html
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/HPA/ANALYTICS/InsuranceData/2024-ACS-Factsheet-OR-and-US-f.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/HPA/ANALYTICS/InsuranceData/2024-ACS-Factsheet-OR-and-US-f.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/HPA/ANALYTICS/InsuranceData/2024-ACS-Factsheet-OR-and-US-f.pdf
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/health-insurance/acs-hi.html
https://www.qualityinfo.org/documents/20117/102286/Columbia%20Basin%20Economic%20Indicators/fd1e5bd3-78fa-7755-f5e2-cce8934502fa?version=4.0
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• Median rent: ~$995 (ACS), making rent a heavy burden for households earning 
under 50% AMI. [qualityinfo.org] 

• Owner-occupied rate: 71.6%, but low-income families face difficulty buying due to 
limited inventory, aging housing stock, and farm-industry demand for rentals. 
[qualityinfo.org] 

What this means: Renters—especially in Boardman and Irrigon—report competition from 
seasonal workers and families relocating for food-processing jobs. Many low-income 

households spend 30–40% of income on housing. 

Work & Earnings: Stable industries but unstable wages based on: 
• Key industries: agriculture, food processing, warehousing, transportation. 
• Unemployment (2025): Around 4.9%, slightly better than Umatilla but above the 

national average. [moovitapp.com] 
• Most job gains come from construction and transportation/warehousing; losses 

hit retail and government jobs. [moovitapp.com] 

What this means: Many low-income residents work physically demanding jobs with 
fluctuating hours, seasonal layoffs, and limited benefits. Long commutes and odd shifts 

strain budgets and families. 

Childcare: One of the toughest barriers based on: 
• Morrow County is consistently identified as a child-care desert, with very limited 

licensed care slots. 
• Infant/toddler care scarcity forces long commutes, unconventional schedules, or 

reliance on informal care. 
• Preschool enrollment and child-care slot supply lag behind need; many families 

cannot find care even if they can afford it. [census.gov] 

What this means: Parents may leave the workforce or work reduced hours because 
long-hour farm, warehouse, or shift jobs are incompatible with extremely limited child-care 

availability. 

Food Access: Heavy reliance on assistance networks based on: 
• Food pantry systems are critical. The Boardman Pantry and Irrigon Emergency 

Assistance Center both provide weekly support and are heavily used. [pdx.edu] 
• Oregon Food Bank reports statewide surges in need, with rural counties particularly 

stressed. [worldpopul...review.com] 
• Many families combine SNAP, school meals, and pantry boxes to make ends meet. 

 
What this means: Food insecurity spikes during seasonal employment dips (winter 

agricultural lulls) and when rents or utilities rise. 
 

https://www.qualityinfo.org/documents/20117/102286/Columbia%20Basin%20Economic%20Indicators/fd1e5bd3-78fa-7755-f5e2-cce8934502fa?version=4.0
https://www.qualityinfo.org/documents/20117/102286/Columbia%20Basin%20Economic%20Indicators/fd1e5bd3-78fa-7755-f5e2-cce8934502fa?version=4.0
https://moovitapp.com/index/en/public_transit-lines-Walla_Walla_WA-6124-2003333
https://moovitapp.com/index/en/public_transit-lines-Walla_Walla_WA-6124-2003333
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/health-insurance/acs-hi.html
https://www.pdx.edu/population-research/population-forecasts
https://worldpopulationreview.com/us-counties/oregon/umatilla-county
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Healthcare & Insurance data: 
• Uninsured rate: While state rates are high, county-level data suggests gaps in 

coverage for low-wage workers, especially those in agriculture or seasonal labor 
who lack employer insurance. 

• Healthcare access: Residents often travel to Hermiston or Pendleton for services, 
increasing time and cost barriers. 

What this means: Low-income families may delay medical or dental care due to cost or 
lack of transportation. 

Transportation: Limited but improving based on: 
• Kayak Public Transit connects Boardman, Irrigon, Hermiston, Pendleton, and 

beyond—all services fare-free. [federalregister.gov] 
• Rural distances mean many households still need a car; fuel and repairs strain tight 

budgets. 

What this means: Public transit helps workers reach larger job markets, but schedules 
don’t always match shift work in food-processing plants or farm operations. 

Bottom Line 
Living low-income in Morrow County often means budget instability. Even with high 
countywide median income, many families face paycheck-to-paycheck living due to 
irregular hours, seasonal work, and limited benefits. High-cost pressures of food, fuel, and 
childcare consume disproportionate shares of income. There is scarcity in services 
including childcare and affordable rentals are limited; food pantries are essential for many. 
People make long commutes, work multiple jobs, or rely on extended family for childcare 
and household support. 

What It’s Like Being “low-income” in Gilliam County 
Income, Poverty & Demographics 

• Median household income: $66,917 (ACS 2024) [census.gov] 
• Per capita income: $37,790 (ACS 2024) [census.gov] 
• Poverty rate: 15.3%, higher than Oregon (11.9%) and U.S. (12.5%) [census.gov] 
• Median age: ~50 years, one of the oldest populations in the state (ACS 2024) 

[census.gov] 
• 31.7% of residents are 65+ (ACS 2024) — nearly double the national share. 

[arcgis.com] 

What this means: Many low-income residents are older adults on fixed incomes. High 
poverty coupled with aging demographics puts pressure on healthcare, transportation, and 

social supports. 
 

 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2025/08/22/2025-16060/fair-market-rents-for-the-housing-choice-voucher-program-moderate-rehabilitation-single-room
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/income/data/tables/acs.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/income/data/tables/acs.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/income/data/tables/acs.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/income/data/tables/acs.html
https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=7c69956008bb4019bbbe67ed9fb05dbb
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Housing & Cost of Living 
• Median home value: $189,300, significantly lower than Oregon overall—but 

incomes are also lower, and housing options are limited. [arcgis.com] 
• Median rent: $1,125 (ACS 2024). For a single-earner household at or below poverty 

thresholds, this is extremely cost-burdening. [arcgis.com] 
• Owner-occupied rate: 74.1%, but many homes are older, rural properties. 

[arcgis.com] 

What this means: Housing is cheaper but not necessarily accessible—limited rentals, 
older housing stock requiring repairs, and high utility costs in winter. For renters, 

affordability is still difficult because rents are high relative to local wages. 
 

Employment:  
Limited Local Jobs: 

• Labor force participation is low, with only 49.8% of adults in the labor force 
(ACS 2024). [arcgis.com] 

• Unemployment data fluctuates, but job options are scarce and located 
mostly in:  

o Local government 
o Agriculture 
o Small retail and service businesses 

What this means: Finding stable work often requires commuting long distances to larger 
towns like The Dalles, Arlington, or Pendleton. Rising fuel costs hit low-income earners 

disproportionately. 
 

Childcare & Families 
• Gilliam County has one of Oregon’s smallest populations of children, and the 

county is effectively a childcare desert: 
• Very few licensed childcare providers operate in the county. 
• Long travel is often required for daycare or preschool slots. 

 
What this means: Childcare availability—not cost—is the primary barrier. Parents may 

have to stop working or rely on informal care. 
 
Food Access & Assistance 

• Gilliam County has very limited grocery options, making food access highly 
dependent on local food pantries and regional distribution networks. Oregon Food 
Bank reports surging demand statewide, especially in rural counties where food 
costs are higher due to travel distance and limited retail competition. 
[worldpopul...review.com] 

 

https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=7c69956008bb4019bbbe67ed9fb05dbb
https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=7c69956008bb4019bbbe67ed9fb05dbb
https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=7c69956008bb4019bbbe67ed9fb05dbb
https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=7c69956008bb4019bbbe67ed9fb05dbb
https://worldpopulationreview.com/us-counties/oregon/umatilla-county
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What this means: Low-income residents often rely on pantry distributions, drive long 
distances for groceries, or coordinate rides with neighbors. 

 
Health & Insurance 

• Uninsured rate: Around 7.6% of under-65 individuals. [arcgis.com] 
• High disability rate: 10.6% under age 65. [arcgis.com] 
• Limited local healthcare facilities mean many residents must travel to other 

counties for medical, dental, and mental health care. 

What this means: Delayed care, higher out-of-pocket travel costs, and difficulty 
maintaining ongoing treatment plans. 

 
Transportation Challenges 

• Public transit is extremely limited compared to neighboring counties. Gilliam 
County is supported by regional providers (like People Mover in adjacent Grant 
County), but no daily local bus service exists comparable to Kayak Public Transit in 
Umatilla/Morrow. Consequences for low-income residents: 

• Without a car, accessing groceries, healthcare, or jobs is difficult. 
• Elderly adults without family support face isolation. 

Daily Life: What Low-Income Residents Experience 
Isolation & Distance 

• Long drives for essentials 
• Limited social services 
• Sparse broadband in some areas 

 
High relative cost of basics. Even with lower overall housing costs, essentials like: 

• Groceries 
• Fuel 
• Medical travel 

are more expensive because of distance and scarcity. 
Strong reliance on community networks. Residents often rely on: 

• Churches 
• Neighbors 
• Monthly pantry distributions 
• Senior meal programs 

 
Older adult vulnerability. A much older-than-average population means: 

• More fixed-income households 
• Higher medical needs 
• Limited ability to travel for work or services 

 
 

https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=7c69956008bb4019bbbe67ed9fb05dbb
https://www.arcgis.com/home/item.html?id=7c69956008bb4019bbbe67ed9fb05dbb
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Bottom Line 
Being low-income in Gilliam County means facing unique rural hardships: limited jobs, 
long distances, scarce childcare, and high dependency on pantries and community 
support. At the same time, strong local community ties and low housing prices offer some 
stability—but only if residents can manage transportation and access essential services. 
 
What It’s Like Being “low-income” in Wheeler County 
Income, Poverty & Demographics 

• Median household income: $55,284 (ACS 2024) [alfred.stl...uisfed.org] 
• Per capita income: $39,179 (ACS 2024) [alfred.stl...uisfed.org] 
• Poverty rate: 10.8%, just below Oregon’s statewide 11.9% rate and below the 

U.S. average of 12.5% [alfred.stl...uisfed.org] 
• Median age: ~59.3 years, making Wheeler one of the “oldest” counties in Oregon 

(ACS 2024) [alfred.stl...uisfed.org] 
• People 65+ years: 38.8% of the population (ACS 2024) — double the U.S. norm. 

[census.gov] 
 

What this means: Many low-income residents are retirees on fixed incomes. Economic 
vulnerability is amplified by age-related healthcare needs, high transportation 

requirements, and small local labor markets. 
 

Housing Burden & Rural Costs 
• Median home value: $272,400 (ACS 2024) [census.gov] 
• Median rent: $870 per month (ACS 2024) — fairly low, but still difficult to afford 

for extremely low-income individuals. [census.gov] 
• Owner-occupied housing rate: 71.8% (ACS 2024). [census.gov] 

 
What this means: Housing is not the biggest expense stressor in Wheeler—distance, 

utilities, maintenance of older rural homes, and limited rental inventory matter more. A low 
income stretches thin when residents must drive far for goods, jobs, or medical care. 

 
Employment & Economic Landscape 

• Labor force participation is low, typical of an older, rural county. 
• Industries are limited: small-scale agriculture, government, ranching, logging, 

tourism. 
• Unemployment rate: Not frequently measured in federal releases due to 

population size, but surrounding counties trend near 5–6% in 2025. 
 
Residents face: 

• Few local jobs 
• Long commutes to Fossil, Spray, Condon, or even other counties 
• Seasonal/part-time work 

https://alfred.stlouisfed.org/series?seid=PUAAOR41059A647NCEN
https://alfred.stlouisfed.org/series?seid=PUAAOR41059A647NCEN
https://alfred.stlouisfed.org/series?seid=PUAAOR41059A647NCEN
https://alfred.stlouisfed.org/series?seid=PUAAOR41059A647NCEN
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty/data/tables/acs.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty/data/tables/acs.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty/data/tables/acs.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty/data/tables/acs.html
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• High transportation costs that consume income. For many households, 
employment simply doesn’t offset the cost of reaching distant workplaces. 
 

Childcare & Families 
• Wheeler County has extremely limited child-care availability; effectively a 

“child-care desert.” 
• Nearly all Oregon counties, including Wheeler, lack infant-care capacity. 

[neilsberg.com] 
 

What this means: For families with young children, parents often juggle informal care, 
some leave the workforce entirely, and long-distance drop-offs are unrealistic. This makes 

upward mobility harder for young, low-income families. 
 

Food Access & Community Support 
Because Wheeler has no large towns and few grocery stores, food access relies heavily 
on: 

• Local food assistance networks, often operated by CAPECO and Oregon Food 
Bank (regional support used by rural counties) [worldpopul...review.com] 

• Monthly or limited pantry hours (regional networks addressing 
Gilliam/Morrow/Wheeler service areas) [pdx.edu] 

 
What this means: Low-income families often drive long distances for lower-cost groceries. 
High fuel costs or winter road closures increase food insecurity. Pantry distributions are a 

lifeline. 
 
Healthcare Access & Insurance 

• Uninsured rate: 7.6% under age 65 (ACS 2024) — somewhat low but misleading 
because services are far away. [census.gov] 

• Asher Community Health Center, a Federally Qualified Health Center (FQHC), 
serves Wheeler County, Oregon—a frontier rural community. The organization 
operates a three-site, hub-and-spoke model with 3 mid-level providers, including 
two nurse practitioners and one physician assistant: 

• Fossil (main clinic): staffed 5 days per week 
• Spray (satellite clinic): staffed 4 days per week, 40 miles from Fossil 
• Mitchell (satellite clinic): staffed 3 days per week, 50 miles from Fossil and 

operates as a school-based health center 
• The nearest hospital and specialty providers are located approximately two hours 

away, creating significant barriers to timely diagnosis, treatment, and coordinated 
care. Residents often travel to Prineville, The Dalles, Pendleton, or Hermiston for 
medical, dental, and mental health appointments. 

 

https://www.neilsberg.com/insights/morrow-county-or-population-by-age/
https://worldpopulationreview.com/us-counties/oregon/umatilla-county
https://www.pdx.edu/population-research/population-forecasts
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty/data/tables/acs.html
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What this means: Even insured low-income residents face delays or skipped care due to 
travel distance, fuel cost, limited appointment availability and difficulty with specialist 

referrals. 
 
Transportation Barriers 

• Wheeler County has no fixed-route public transportation comparable to Kayak   
Public Transit (Umatilla/Morrow). Regional connections exist but are limited and 
inconsistent. Regional provider “People Mover” (Grant County) connects nearby 
counties but offers limited, scheduled routes requiring coordination. [frac.org] 

• Without a reliable car; it is extremely difficult to: 
• Access healthcare 
• Reach jobs 
• Pick up groceries 
• Attend school activities 
• Get to social or county services 

 
What this means: Transportation is one of the largest burdens for low-income Wheeler 

County residents. 
 
Bottom Line 
Being low-income in Wheeler County means navigating extreme rural isolation, long travel 
distances, limited services, and few local jobs, all while often living on fixed or modest 
incomes in a county where nearly 40% of residents are seniors. The cost of living isn’t 
defined by housing alone—it’s driven by transportation, healthcare access, food access, 
and service scarcity. 
 
Key Needs Identified 

A. Economic Stability and Self-Sufficiency 
Residents across all counties report persistent financial instability due to: 

• Seasonal or inconsistent employment 
• Limited access to workforce development resources 
• Barriers to transportation 

 
CAPECO provided self-sufficiency support to thousands of households, but 
demand continues to outpace available resources. Programs such as 
emergency bill assistance, housing stability programs, and survival skills 
workshops have been essential but insufficient relative to need. 

 
B. Food Insecurity 

Food insecurity remains one of the most urgent issues in the region. During FY 
2023–2024, CAPECO coordinated food distribution supporting 117,358 

https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/SNAP_FactSheets_022525_OR38.pdf
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individuals, demonstrating both high need and effective regional food bank 
coordination. Rural communities and seniors face particular barriers:  

• Long distances to grocery outlets 
• Rising food prices 
• Limited transportation 

 
C. Housing Stability and Homelessness 

Housing insecurity is a major issue, worsened by rising rents, inadequate 
emergency shelter options, and limited affordable stock. 
CAPECO served 1,731 individuals through housing and homeless services in FY 
2023–2024, supported by increased state emergency funding. Additional needs 
include:  

• Year-round day shelter access 
• Transitional housing supports 
• Case management for long term stability 

 
D. Energy and Weatherization Assistance 

Energy burden is a significant challenge in rural Oregon, where winter heating 
costs are high. CAPECO provided energy services to 5,674 individuals in 2023–
2024, yet contractor shortages slowed weatherization completion rates. 
Persisting needs include:  

• Affordable utilities 
• Home weatherization for low-income households 
• Upgrades for older or substandard housing 

 
E. Services for Older Adults 

CAPECO, as the Area Agency on Aging, supports older adults with meal services, 
in home supports, money management, and caregiver assistance. 
The Area Plan identifies growing needs due to an aging population, including: 

• Expanded home delivered meals 
• In-home services 
• Caregiver respite 

 
F. Community Engagement and Resource Awareness 

Survey data shows that many residents are unaware of the full range of available 
supports. CAPECO emphasizes strengthening partnerships and increasing 
outreach to ensure: 

• Low-income individuals have a stake in their communities 
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• Agencies align resources across sectors 
• Information about services reaches isolated populations 

 
Strategic Goals 
CAPECO uses the national Results Oriented Management and Accountability (ROMA) 
model to guide strategic planning. The CNA results support these six key goals: 
Increase the self-sufficiency of low-income people 

1. Improve living conditions for low-income individuals 
2. Strengthening community engagement and participation 
3. Enhance partnerships across agencies and providers 
4. Build organizational capacity 
5. Support vulnerable populations in achieving stability and well-being  

 
Recommendations for 2026-2030 

1. Expand Housing & Homelessness Resources 
o Establish day-shelter offerings 
o Enhance landlord engagement programs 
o Implement Housing-Focused model at shelter 
o Enhance more rapid rehousing and deposit assistance  

 
2. Strengthen Workforce & Economic Resilience Programs 

o Support and collaborate with organizations to broaden employment and 
job placement services 

o Expand financial coaching and budgeting workshops 
o Support and collaborate with organizations to improve transportation 

support for training and job access 
 

3. Increase Investment in Food Security Infrastructure 
o Strengthen regional food bank capacity 
o Increase support for mobile food distribution in remote areas 
o Expand senior meal programs 

 
4. Accelerate Weatherization & Utility Assistance 

o Recruit additional local contractors 
o Streamline home weatherization waitlists 
o Support energy efficiency education for households 

 
5. Enhance Aging & Disability Services 
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o Expand in-home services 
o Strengthen caregiver support networks 
o Improve access to transportation and healthcare navigation 

 
6. Improve Outreach & Community Awareness 

o Increase multilingual and culturally relevant communication 
o Deepen collaboration with tribal, faith-based, and rural partners 
o Enhance digital access to program information 

 
Conclusion 
CAPECO plays a vital role in addressing poverty and improving conditions for thousands of 
residents across East Central Oregon. 
 
The needs of identified housing, food access, energy stability, aging services, and 
economic mobility—reflect both long-standing structural challenges and new pressures 
facing rural and frontier communities. 
 
This assessment provides the foundation for CAPECO’s strategic plan and supports efforts 
to strengthen partnerships, expand services, and improve outcomes for the region’s most 
vulnerable individuals and families. 
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