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Background:  State Drought declarations are made by the Governor, as documented in ORS 401.165 
and ORS 536.700 - 536.780. The Governor has the authority to declare a drought in any area within 
the state. Most drought emergencies are declared on a county by county basis upon request from 
local officials. Federal drought declarations are issued by the USDA, and are ongoing and 
independent of state and local drought processes, and parts of Oregon remain under a Federal 
drought declaration issued in 2013. Water availability experts anticipate ongoing, dry conditions and 
water shortages throughout 2015. California and Washington have each declared statewide drought 
emergencies, however, the decision and timing of a statewide declaration has implications for local 
water providers as well as existing governance structures, committees and councils. 

Declaration Criteria: Drought, by statute, is defined as “severe” and “continuing.”  

 Currently, parts of Oregon are in “severe” D2 level based on recent analysis by the Oregon 
Climate Change Research Institute as of (May 14, 2014). The most recent data confirms ongoing 
“severe” D2 levels have moved to “extreme drought” D3 level in some parts of Oregon. 

 The other criterion is “continuing”. Regions within Oregon meet this condition, as reservoir levels 
never filled up last year.  

Existing Governance Structure: 

 Drought Council, chaired by Oregon Office of Emergency Management (OEM), anticipates, plans 
for, and advises on drought conditions.  

 Water Advisory Committee (subcommittee of the Water Resources Commission), is chaired by 
technical staff from the Water Resources Department (WRD), and includes federal agencies to 
evaluate specific technical information and provide a recommendations to the Drought Council. 

Benefits of Drought Declarations: 

 Local, state and federal drought declarations help manage threats to agriculture, recreation, and 
natural resources. 

 County drought declarations allow for increased flexibility when managing limited supplies and 
provide jurisdictions with the ability to prioritize a wide variety of water usage needs. 

 County drought declarations usually precede state drought emergency requests that enact 
emergency provisions for counties. 

 State drought declarations enable counties to benefit from emergency streamlined water rights 
programs, ground water usage programs and other programs that can help citizens.  

 Counties in a drought D3 (Extreme Drought) or higher at any time during the growing season, can 
be designated by the USDA as a federal drought disaster area. 

 Counties that are contiguous to federally declared counties are also granted federal drought 
benefits such as assistance and emergency loans from the Farm Service Agency.



Considerations for Statewide or Partial State Drought Declaration: 

 Partial declarations focus on the geographic regions that are in “severe” drought status (based on 
scientific data, per USDA, NRCS).  

 Statewide drought declaration (as done in CA and WA) could provide a structure for making 
difficult decisions about limited water available to irrigate crops or to consider other drought 
relief funds.   

 Water conservation / curtailment at the state level will be considered based on seasonal use (to 
be evaluated later this year when outdoor irrigation is more prevalent). 

Timing and Process of Declarations: 

 The Water Resources Department works directly and collaboratively with local, county 
emergency management officials to assess water availability in areas impacted by dry conditions. 

 In most cases, counties work with cities within their jurisdiction to declare drought. 

 Once a county has made a drought declaration, they can request a state emergency declaration 
from the Governor for their county via a letter from County Commissioners to OEM. 

 Counties’ requests for state drought declarations are discussed and considered at the Water 
Advisory Committee and Drought Council; however, it is OEM that advises the governor on the 
need for state drought emergency declarations. 

 All statewide emergency declarations go through OEM per ORS 401.165.  

 The Governor has issued three State Emergency Drought Declaration Executive Orders covering 
15 Oregon counties: Baker, Crook, Harney, Klamath, Lake, Malheur, Wheeler,Deschutes, Grant, 
Jackson, Josephine, Lane, Morrow, Umatilla, Wasco.  

 Drought conditions will be re-evaluated throughout the spring and summer to assess changing 
conditions.  

 Federal drought declarations may be done based on analysis by the USDA independent of local 
and state declarations. 

  
 

Next Meetings 
June 11, 2015 from 10:00-11:30 

Water Availability Committee 
Drought Council from 11:30-12 
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