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INTRODUCTION
Regenerative agriculture is a combination of practices that focus on restoring functioning ecological processes to
support healthy soil which in turn promotes benefits such as healthy and nutritious crops, carbon sequestration and water
retention.1,2,3 This approach to agriculture does not rely on synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides or land-degrading
practices like tilling, thereby mitigating many of the environmental issues commonly associated with conventional
agriculture including eutrophication and carbon release.1,2,3 In addition, it fosters better habitat for wildlife and supports
biodiversity.1,2,3 Regenerative agriculture can also financially benefit farmers, ranchers, insurers, and lenders by increasing
crop resilience, especially in the face of increasing weather variability.3
As farmers and ranchers face more uncertain growing conditions, learn about the negative impacts of conventional
agriculture, and are increasingly exposed to different agricultural practices, many are considering a transition to regenerative
agriculture.4 Gosnell et al., in their paper: Transformational adaptation on the farm: Processes of change and persistence in
transitions to ‘climate-smart’ regenerative agriculture, discuss how a regenerative transition entails a shift in the practical,
political and personal spheres that a farmer or rancher operates within.2 For an individual farmer or rancher to change their
behavior, on-farm practices and business plans, enabling conditions in political, economic, and cultural systems must first
be present.2 Individuals also must undergo a personal paradigm shift to a more systems-oriented, holistic approach in how
they think about and manage their land, business, and personal lives.2,4 Currently, barriers within all three spheres makes
transitioning to regenerative practices challenging for most farmers and ranchers.2 The goal of this paper is to provide a
succinct overview of the barriers faced by Oregon farmers and ranchers that make transitioning to regenerative practices
difficult, and to help illuminate the many avenues for participation in eliminating these barriers.

BACKGROUND
All farmers and ranchers face combinations of these barriers when attempting to shift their practices, mindsets and
businesses. However, other circumstances can exacerbate their effects, slowing or impeding transition. Small and mid-sized
producers are particularly vulnerable to this as operating a small business already comes with a host of challenges. Lack
of infrastructure, land fragmentation, and distribution of subsidies are obstacles for all producers, but add an extra layer
of pressure to small and mid-sized farmers and ranchers who likely will need to spend limited energy, time, and resources
growing rather than transitioning to regenerative practices.3,5,6,7,8 These barriers are also experienced disproportionately by
BIPOC and women farmers and ranchers who have historically been excluded from owning agricultural lands and are still
underrepresented in agricultural industries.3,6
There have been few attempts to compile a comprehensive overview of the many barriers preventing farmers and ranchers
from transitioning to regenerative agriculture, and none for Oregon specifically. This report builds on the work of Jennifer
O’Connor’s Barriers for Farmers & Ranchers to Adopt Regenerative Ag Practices in the U.S. and several Environmental
Defense Fund publications, while incorporating the work of Oregon-based organizations like Ecotrust, Oregon Climate
and Agriculture Network, and 1000 Friends of Oregon, to synthesize and consolidate the existing information on Oregon’s
agricultural climate into an accessible form.3 Specific barriers have been combined into broader categories to give an
overall sense of the scale and complexity of this issue, and to stress the need for multifaceted and interdisciplinary solutions
that address multiple components of the problem.
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POLITICAL BARRIERS
Existing U.S. agricultural policies exacerbate almost all barriers described here.3,6,9 The federal Farm Bill, which determines
which farmers and ranchers get subsidies and federal crop insurance, creates an uneven playing field by favoring large
producers that grow corn, wheat, soybeans or manage animals in CAFOs (concentrated animal feeding operations).3,10
Subsidy distribution has played a significant role in creating an industry that is characterized by overproduction, low
prices, and saturated markets which decreases the financial margins farmers and ranchers can work with and reduces their
autonomy over their business.3,10 Insurance coverage is often based on USDA “good farming practices”, which encourage
farmers and ranchers to follow ‘accepted and widely followed’ techniques in their area, disincentivizing experimentation
and change which is often necessary when transitioning practices.3,11,12
The Farmland Protection Policy Act of 1981 directs federal
agencies to avoid projects that would convert prime
farmland, but this law has been largely ineffective and has
resulted in few project denials on the basis of farmland
protection.10 No general federal policies exist to direct state
or local governments in land-use planning for farmland
protection. As development land values increase, there is
intensifying pressure on farmers and ranchers to sell their
land instead of investing in the long-term health of the
land.10
Political barriers also have to be dismantled in order to
create enabling conditions for shifts in cultural, economic,
and financial agricultural systems.2,3,6 Historically, and
specially since the 2010 Citizens United decision, Congress,
state legislatures, and the executive branch have been
influenced by lobbyists on the behalf of chemical, biotech,
and other agri-businesses (e.g. John Deere, Cargill ,
Pioneer Hi Bred International, Monsanto) who actively work
to prevent policies that would disadvantage them and limit
the use of their products.2,3 Their influence makes tackling
political barriers especially difficult.2,3
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The barriers described above are faced by farmers and ranchers throughout the U.S., including those in Oregon. Oregon
receives a lower proportion of national agricultural subsidies13 ranking 31st out of all 50 states receiving only 0.6% of subsidy
dollars from 1995-2020.13 Although Oregon has relatively strong land-use planning and zoning policies, agricultural land
loss is still occuring, which is causing an increase in land prices and issues associated with land fragmentation.8,14,15 In fact,
since 1974, Oregon has lost 500,000 acres or 3% of agricultural land.14 There are also significant barriers surrounding meat
processing and USDA certified processing plants which leaves all ranchers with less time, energy and funds to invest in
transitioning their practices (see text box).5,16

OUTSIZED PRESSURE TO GROW
Throughout the U.S., agricultural systems are set up to prioritize and reward large farms and ranches primarily through the
accessibility and distribution of infrastructure, but also through crop insurance and subsidy programs.3,5,6,7,8,17 This means
that small or mid-sized producers are incentivized to use their time, energy and money on growth rather than implementing
new practices that are a necessary part of a transition to regenerative agriculture.3,5,6,7,8
In Oregon, this pressure is mainly from a lack of local, accessible and affordable infrastructure like processing plants,
food aggregation operations, and distribution centers available to small and mid-sized producers who often don’t meet
processing business’s contract requirements such as volume minimums.3,5,6,7,8 Because smaller sized farmers and ranchers
can’t use existing infrastructure, they either have to grow or handle multiple aspects of the supply chain themselves, both
of which take significant resources.3,5,6 Necessary on-farm infrastructure like livestock fencing, water sources, hoop houses,
and machinery requires a large upfront investment, and there are currently few financial programs to help farmers and
ranchers navigate this cost.6
Small and mid-sized producers in Oregon are often unable to get crop insurance or subsidies, adding to the pressure to
grow.3,5,6,7,8,12,17 Agricultural insurers tend to prefer insuring large businesses deemed too big to fail, many of which are
large producers growing a single type of grain or managing animals in CAFOs.3 U.S. subsidies are primarily given to farms
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based on production volume. The top 10% of farms receive two thirds of all subsidies, and two thirds of all farmers and
ranchers receive no subsidies at all.10 Half of all subsidies go to farmers and ranchers growing corn, wheat and soybeans, or
managing animals in CAFOs in just six states: Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Nebraska and Texas.10 Oregon ranks 31st
out of all 50 states receiving only 0.6% of subsidy dollars from 1995-2020.13

FINANCIAL DISINCENTIVES
All of the barriers outlined here are mainly a problem due to the financial consequences they create for farmers and ranchers.
However, there are financial disincentives embedded in crop insurance, subsidy and loan programs that specifically work to
disincentivize a transition to regenerative agriculture.6,10,12,17,18,19 While there are innovative financial mechanisms like below
market interest rates, multi-year loans, and blended finance funds that could give farmers and ranchers a financial and
temporal buffer from risk while transitioning, most have not been widely scaled.3,6,12,17
Farmers and ranchers are operating on thin margins and are often unable to cover the upfront costs associated with a
transition to new practices out of pocket.3,5,6,17,20,21 This financial stress has many contributors, including low commodity
prices due to subsidy distribution and subsequent overproduction of corn, soybeans, wheat and milk, a lack of financial
incentives and problems with existing financial programs.3,5,6,10,17,20,21
Crop insurance and loan providers perpetuate incentives for maintaining conventional agricultural systems by neglecting to
incorporate the benefits of regenerative agriculture into their cost benefit analyses.6,10,12,17,18,19 The vast majority of lenders
do not incorporate climate risks, nor the climate resilience benefits of regenerative agriculture, into their risk ratings.12,17
Investments in regenerative practices take multiple years to pay off, but most lenders do not take a multi-year view when
offering loans.12 Crop yield is seen as the only metric of success, and ecosystem services, such as provision of water quality,
wildlife habitat, and carbon storage are not integrated into the financial equation.3,12,17,19,20
Nationwide, there is a lack of consumer markets for regenerative products.3,18,19 In Oregon this is exemplified through the
lack of demand from larger institutions higher up in the supply chain like hospitals, schools, or large food corporations
who purchase large quantities of food and who could influence markets considerably.3,5 Individual consumers often lack
the information that would make them more likely to demand sustainable products,or harbor misconceptions about the
quality of those products.3,5,18,20

LAND ACCESS
Farmers and ranchers must know that their land tenure is secure and
that upfront investments will pay off in land health and resiliency
to feel confident investing the time, money and energy required
to transition to regenerative practices. This opportunity for security
is diminishing as stable and affordable access to land becomes a
rarity.
The combination of an aging farming and ranching populace
looking towards retirement and agriculture becoming increasingly
unprofitable means that more and more land is changing hands.3,6,9,15
Fewer young people are interested in agriculture or can afford the
Creator: Karla Salp,
upfront
costs, meaning farmers and ranchers must make difficult
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decisions about the future of their land, including whether or not to
sell it for development.3,6,19,20 Farmers and ranchers are encountering high levels of development pressure, especially if their
land is near suburbs or expanding urban areas where developers are willing to pay substantially more than other farmers
and ranchers can afford to pay.3,6,10 Farmers and ranchers across the U.S. are working in highly fragmented landscapes
where agriculture is becoming problematic due to difficulty finding land to expand, neighbor conflicts, increasing property
taxes, farm-supported businesses closing, water conflicts, and occasionally vandalism.6,9,10 The looming threat of conversion
disincentivizes a transition to regenerative practices as the land may not be used for agriculture long enough for any
benefits from investments be reaped.3 In addition, half of U.S. farmers and ranchers work on rented properties with shortterm leases (1-3 years), meaning they are not the primary decision maker for that land nor are they incentivized to make
investments in the long-term health of the land when benefits may take over three years to materialize.3
While Oregon has strong land use planning systems and urban growth boundaries in place to protect farmland, farmland
consolidation, development, and rising prices are still issues that farmers and ranchers must contend with.8,14,15,22 This
disincentivizes investment in the long-term health of the land, makes maintaining one’s business difficult for existing
farmers and ranchers, and creates a barrier for entry for would-be farmers and ranchers.3 One study found that there
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is currently an annual farmland transfer rate of approximately 4.6%, and that small farms are selling faster and for more
money than large farms.22 Corporations accounted for more than 12% of all sales and 40% of all acres purchased, resulting
in approximately 40 properties and 6,265 acres of farmland moving away from individual management.22 More than half
of these corporations had no clear connections with agriculture, and were instead real estate and property development,
investing, manufacturing and renewable energy businesses.22 In fact, some of the top purchasing entities within Oregon by
acreage or price were non-agricultural entities.22 Of particular concern are the increasing presence of investors, who buy up
land in Oregon and then lease it back to farmers and ranchers, which can incentivize producers to value short-term profits
above all else and to neglect the health and resilience of the land.22

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE
Transitioning to new practices, ways of thinking, and business models often requires outside actors to provide educational,
financial, project design and planning support, facilitate peer connection, and help with on-farm implementation.3,6,21
However, many barriers prevent organizations from fully realizing this role and prevent farmers and ranchers from fully
accessing their support.3,6,17,18,19,21
Small and mid-sized farmers and ranchers who can’t outsource tasks have to take on many parts of the supply chain and
juggle multiple responsibilities themselves.5 The education, paperwork, and experimentation that goes into transitioning
to new practices also requires a large time input.3,6,21 Resources and information are often disjointed, hard to access, or
not applicable to a producer’s specific crop or geographical area.3,6,17,18,19 Technical assistance from a trusted and reliable
provider can alleviate this time and information barrier, as well as facilitate connections between peers.6 However, not
every farmer or rancher has financial or physical access to these providers and existing providers are often underfunded
and operating over capacity.3,6,18
In Oregon, organizations such as the Oregon State University Extension, Soil and Water Conservation Districts, Watershed
Councils, Oregon Natural Resource Conservation Service and various nonprofits provide this support.6 According to farmer
and rancher interviews, Oregon’s technical assistance providers can be removed from farmer and ranchers’ needs in that
they often don’t have resources that are applicable to each producer’s specific location, business design, and crop.6
Farmers and ranchers have also expressed interest in more facilitation in order to form peer connections, education on
how to grow healthy soil and implement regenerative practices, and more streamlined, accessible systems for accessing
this information.6 Technical assistance providers in Oregon need more funding, increased training on resilient agriculture
practices and management, and more political support to help them match the needs of producers.6

CULTURAL BARRIERS
Gosnell et al. write about how cultural barriers encompass farmers and rancher’s own internal mental barriers, as well
as collective systemic barriers concerning consumption habits, stigmas, and education.2,4 Although often overlooked,
nonmaterial factors around values, emotion, and identity are critical in enabling shifts in the political, economic, and
technical realms towards regenerative practices.2,4 While there is little information on the specific cultural barriers that
Oregon farmers and ranchers face, they likely have encountered similar feelings and barriers to those reported on a
national scale.5,6
In countless interviews, farmers and ranchers have cited their own mindsets as barriers to transition.3,6,19 Farmers and
ranchers already operate on thin margins that don’t allow much for mistakes or experimentation, so transforming practices
and business models can be intimidating.3,6 Depression is rampant among farmers and ranchers, and low self-esteem can
prevent them from trusting themselves enough to reinvent their businesses.3 Peer pressure against transitioning, especially
due to the politicization of climate change and urban/rural divides, can lead to fear of social ostracization.3,6,17 Farmers and
ranchers want to connect to someone they trust who is from a similar region and grows a similar crop that has transitioned
successfully.3,6,17,19 Peer networking resources are often fragmented, lack applicable information, or are difficult to find, if
not nonexistent.3,6 Without strong networks, farmers and ranchers have a hard time identifying entry points, learning about
specific practices, and finding and applying to grants or funding opportunities.3,6
The public disconnection from agriculture and food production combined with limited understanding of specific
regenerative practices contributes to a general unwillingness to pay more for sustainable products.5,18,20 Stigmas that are
widely proliferated by corporate agriculture entities, like that only conventional agriculture can feed a growing population,
only adds to public confusion.3 Furthermore, consumers in the United States only allocate 13% of their budget towards
food, which is much lower than most developed countries.5,18,20 This is even more pronounced in Oregon, where consumers
have been described as “culturally frugal.”5 With people already hesitant to spend money on food, getting consumers to
pay more for regeneratively produced products can be difficult.3,5
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The beef industry in Oregon exemplifies how multiple barriers coincide to make transitioning to
regenerative practices difficult. All meat processing plants in Oregon have to be USDA approved,
however USDA policies make approval and operation of the plants time consuming and expensive.5,16
This has led to processing infrastructure being widely spread throughout Oregon, which burdens all
ranchers due to increased transportation costs, but especially small and midsized operations, leaving
all ranchers fewer resources for transition.3,5,6 In addition, antibiotic-free and grass fed beef needs to be
processed in the fall, which leads to a significant processing crunch and competition for a timeslot — so
much so that often ranchers have to reserve a spot a year in advance.5 Grass fed cows also mature slowly
so it takes an extra year to meet weight requirements, which can be a significant financial burden.5 Once
slaughtered, if grass fed cattle are accidentally redirected to commodity markets ranchers can lose up to
$220 dollars a head, because the USDA grading system for these markets favors the extensive marbling
present in conventional products, which is much lower in grass fed beef.5 When the beef enters the
marketplace, it must contend with stigmas surrounding grass fed or regenerative beef, mainly that it is
tough and dry.5 Most grass fed beef is only processed in the fall and therefore can only be sold fresh for
a short time.5 Many consumers do not want to spend more money on frozen beef.5 Even if a consumer
does overlook these stigmas, they are often unwilling to pay a higher price for the regenerative product
when the market is flooded with imported grass fed beef with places with lower land and labor costs.5

CONCLUSION
There are a wide variety of innovative and interdisciplinary solutions to the barriers addressed above but a few overarching
solutions and next steps stand out. To combat cultural barriers the voices and stories of those who have already transitioned
and found success must be uplifted and producer peer networks must be strengthened to help spread these stories along
with practical information on how to transition. The public must be educated on the benefits of regenerative agriculture
including climate mitigation, environmental stewardship, human health and farmer and rancher wellbeing. Programs
to alleviate the financial risks associated with transition must be strengthened to incorporate the long-term benefits of
regenerative agriculture and scaled so they are widely accessible. Subsidy policies must be reformed to make sure they are
more evenly distributed among farms of all sizes, and should be used as a tool to incentivize regenerative practices. Finally,
we must work to remove the influence of corporate money in politics and incorporate the climate benefits of regenerative
farming into future climate policy.
There are few farmers and ranchers who want to degrade the land that their livelihoods depend on, however because of
the internal and external barriers they face when attempting to transform in practice and mindset, many are entrenched
in systems that force them to do just that. Alleviating the barriers to a regenerative transition can transform farming from
a major source of environmental pollution and degradation to one of our biggest resources for fighting climate change,
maintaining diverse, resilient working lands and supporting healthy communities and economies. None of these barriers
can be addressed in isolation. In order to create a climate where regenerative agriculture is not just a viable option, but the
default option, these barriers will need to be tackled simultaneously through interdisciplinary collaboration.
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