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The Oregon Plan, implemented in May 1942, led to the organization of the first Japanese American
farm labor camp during World War II. The camp, in Malheur County, housed 350 Japanese
Americans who had been incarcerated in Oregon by Executive Order 9066 in the months after
Japan bombed Pearl Harbor. It marked the beginning of the War Relocation Authority’s seasonal
labor program, which between 1942 and 1944 executed more than 33,000 farm labor contracts with
incarcerated Japanese Americans from across the West Coast.

By March 1942, the WRA was considering using incarcerated Japanese Americans to meet
growing demands for agricultural workers. Sugar companies were particularly interested in using
Nikkei for sugar beet labor. Sugar was a critical wartime necessity, as it was converted into
industrial alcohol and used to make synthetic rubber and munitions. With foreign supply lines cut
because of the war with Japan, the federal government had lifted growing restrictions of sugar
beets. Farmers, however, lacked the workers to harvest the crops, as laborers from past seasons
joined the military or departed for industrial jobs.

In April, the WRA and Wartime Civil Control Administration (WCCA) organized a conference in Salt
Lake City for governors and representatives from western states. The WRA described its plans for
the "resettlement" of all Nikkei away from the West Coast. The group talked about the possibility of
organizing an agricultural labor force of Issei and Nisei. George Aiken, executive secretary to
Governor Charles Sprague, represented Oregon at the meeting. On April 7, he presented what
became known as the Oregon Plan for the forced removal and incarceration of the state’s 4,000
residents of Japanese ancestry. Aiken’s plan was one of several presented by representatives of
western states during the conference, but as one conference attendee attested, it was the only
concrete program delivered during the meeting.

The driving force behind the Oregon Plan was the need for agricultural laborers in Malheur County,
where 12,000 acres of sugar beets would be plowed under if laborers were not soon supplied.
Aiken’s plan called for the relocation of Nikkei to Civilian Conservation Corps camps in Crook,
Harney, and Malheur Counties. Incarcerated Japanese Americans would work on public work
projects as well as provide agricultural labor. While at the camps, Nikkei would be under guard and
forbidden from leasing or buying land. They would be returned to their communities once the war
ended. Aiken, in his capacity as the owner and publisher of the Ontario Argus, had advocated for
the use of Japanese Americans as farm laborers as early as January 1942.

Following the conference, the Oregon Plan received endorsements from Malheur County officials.
While the director of the WRA, Milton Eisenhower, assured Sprague and Aiken that he was
considering the plan, the WRA moved forward with the construction of concentration camps. With
the construction of such camps, the Oregon Plan was essentially abandoned, as the federal agency
would oversee the forced removal and incarceration of Nikkei from Oregon and other West Coast
states. Eisenhower feared there would be violence against Nikkei if they moved from WRA centers
to private employment, so he abandoned his agency’s plans to establish temporary farm labor
camps.

With eastern Oregon still desperate for agricultural laborers, Sprague and Aiken adjusted the
Oregon Plan with a focus on Malheur County. The WRA and WCCA demanded assurances before
allowing laborers to be moved from WRA centers to eastern Oregon. In response, Sprague sent an
employment agreement stating that state and local officials would guarantee the safety of the
laborers and that all labor would be voluntary, the Nikkei would not compete with local labor, and
employers would provide housing and pay prevailing wages. In 1942, the standard wages for sugar
beet labor in Oregon was $9.50 an acre thinning sugar beets, $2.50 an acre for the first hoeing,
$1.50 an acre for the second hoeing, and fifty cents an hour for harvesting. Japanese Americans
received these same wages working in Malheur County.

On May 20, Lt. General John DeWitt issued Civilian Restrictive Order Number 2, allowing four
hundred Nikkei to leave the Portland Assembly Center for agricultural work in Malheur County. A
Farm Security Administration tent camp outside Nyssa housed the Nikkei until November 1942,



when they were moved to a former CCC camp near Adrian. At its peak, the Nyssa camp held 350
Nikkei, who were recruited from the temporary assembly center in Portland as well as from those in
Puyallup, Washington, and Marysville, California. Additional civilian restrictive orders were issued
allowing for the movement of Japanese Americans from these centers to eastern Oregon. Through
the Oregon Plan and the establishment of the first Japanese American farm labor camp during
World War II, the sugar beet crop in Malheur County was saved in 1942. By the war’s end, Nikkei
farm laborers had helped save an estimated one-fifth of the sugar beets in western states.

The presence of the Nyssa camp as well as other labor camps later established in Malheur County
led to a significant increase in the number of Nikkei living in eastern Oregon. In 1940, 137 Japanese
Americans lived in the county. By 1950, that figure totaled 1,170, as many Nikkei settled in the area
after the war. Malheur County continues to have a significant Japanese American community, a
lasting impact of the Oregon Plan.
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