
ESTACADA: SMALL TOWN POVERTY 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Small Town Poverty 

Monica Smith 

Marylhurst University 

 



ESTACADA: SMALL TOWN POVERTY 

 

2 

Introduction 

This paper is intended to research poverty issues in small town Estacada, Oregon. The city’s 

background, affordability, food insecurity, and services provided will be examined in light of a 

targeted initiative for economic development by the city council within the last year. 

Background 

The definition of poverty varies based on country. Included in this paper is the definition as 

explained by The Economist. The Economist, in its article, Defining poverty: Measure by 

measure poverty is defined as “…Developed in the 1960s, the poverty threshold represents the 

basic cost of food for a household, multiplied by three. A family is judged to be poor if its pre-

tax income falls below this threshold. But the official measure provides only a blurry picture. 

Food spending has become a flimsy reference point—in 2009 groceries accounted for just 7.8% 

of Americans' spending. The poverty indicator does not account for programs that help the poor, 

such as the earned-income tax credit, nor does it adjust for regional variations in the cost of 

living. In 1995 the National Academy of Sciences recommended changing the measure, but only 

now is a new one close to being established ("Defining poverty: Measure," 2011).” Bigger cities 

and counties have budgets that can support services for families living in poverty. Oftentimes, 

smaller cities rely on churches, non-profits, or county services to meet the need. This does not, 

however, eliminate the need for services nor does it eliminate the reality that families are living 

in poverty in very small towns. According to the United States Census Bureau the population of 

Estacada, Oregon reached a high of 2,695 in 2010 (Bureau, 2012). Estacada is a small town. 

Estacada was born out of vast natural resources. The city was established as a camp for workers 

building the nearby Cazadero dam, a dam that was to provide power and electricity for Portland 

streetlights. The Oregon Water Power Railway Co. brought the railroad out to Estacada because 
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the river was not easy to access. This railway became an excursion line making Estacada, or 

Cazadero, an excursion destination for city folks to picnic and stay at the Estacada Hotel. 

Following the early destination vacation boom Estacada became a mill town. In the 1950’s & 

1960’s neighbors say they could hear the mill running into the night. Today, Estacada is known 

as The Christmas tree Capital of the World sending thousands of trees to different parts of the 

United States (Cody, 2014). 

 
Affordability  

10 years ago I was living in poverty. I was receiving SNAP, TANF, and I was living in 

subsidized housing through the Shelter Care Plus program. My rent was $8 a month. Estacada 

was never a town that I would have moved to nor would I have even considered looking into 

living here. My reasons for never considering Estacada are because there is a lack of public 

transportation, no real living wage jobs, and no daycare centers (in home daycare providers are 

not factored in as daycare centers) located within city limits.  

Transportation: I did not drive during this time and I relied heavily on public 

transportation to take me to various medical appointments, children’s school activities, and to my 

“job” (really a welfare to work volunteer position). I was living in Portland and had access to 

reliable and steady public transportation throughout the day and night. Estacada has one Tri-Met 

bus that stops running at 8:30 pm with no service on Sunday. The first bus runs at 4:43 am and 

gets to Clackamas at 5:26 am. If I had to be at work in Downtown Portland at 7:00 am I would 

need to leave at 5:17 am. Estacada also has the SAM (Sandy Area Metro) that runs M-F only and 

has only five pickups in town. This lack of public transportation would increase my need for 

childcare in the morning that will feed my children breakfast and transport to school in addition 

to after school care.  
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Employment: A search of the jobs located in Estacada on Craigslist shows that there are 

only 17 positions open. The jobs are truck/bus drivers, pipe fitters, welding, animal grooming, 

construction, machinist, and one office position. I do not have the skills necessary for 16 of the 

positions listed.  

Daycare Centers: There is one daycare listed as being located at the local Elementary 

school. I cannot find out the hours or the services online which is a crucial method of resource 

gathering to me.  I have no friends or family in the area so asking a friend to watch my children 

would not have been an option.   

 
Hunger 

Estacada has one grocery store, Thriftway, which we locals refer to as Theftway. The city 

council has begun investigating what it would look like for another grocery chain to come to 

Estacada. When I asked my husband, the city councilor, what is preventing affordable food from 

coming to Estacada he answered that parking is the biggest barrier. There is a local Farmer’s 

Market but it focuses more on artistic creation, handmade soaps and lotions, and flowers. There 

is not a real resource for locally sourced foods. There are many local farms that offer meat csa’s 

or produce csa’s but they are in bulk purchases that are cash purchases, they do not accept food 

stamps. I have seen some discussion around trade for services in local farming message boards 

but I do not know to what extent this would work as a continuous resource for food.  

Estacada has one food bank in the area. I do not know if it is still operating because the 

facility closed, they could very well be operating out of a church basement. Surrounding 

communities, Molalla & Sandy have food banks and more affordable grocery options but again 

the public transportation is limited. Programs in Estacada that are aimed at reducing food 

insecurity are the local schools and churches. There are two churches that hold free community 
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potlucks and one that belongs to the Free and Reduced Lunch program offering free meals 

during Summer. There is also a Gleaners program in Oregon City that serves outlying areas such 

as Estacada, Molalla, and Canby.  

The state of affairs in Estacada is rather abysmal. It is not a town setup to deal with 

poverty. There are many county resources and state resources that require planning to access and 

coordination to receive. Luckily the city recognizes areas that present barriers and are working to 

address these things; such as economic development/jobs creation, parking, affordable housing, 

and food security.  
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Summary 

A significant lack of resources and opportunity keep the town of Estacada small, a double-edged 

sword in a town that has 23.5% of residents living in poverty. The economic development plan 

that the city council is enacting will hopefully move us forward in meeting the needs of our 

residents. 
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