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February 25, 2021 

 

To: Senators Lee Beyer, Lynn Findley, Michael Dembrow, Art Robinson and Kathleen Taylor 

 Chair, Vice Chairs and Members of the Senate Energy and Environment Committee 

 

Re: SB 16 - Converting 200 Acres of Agricultural Land in Eastern OR – Oppose 

 

The League of Women Voters of Oregon supports our statewide land use planning program. We also 

have strong positions around water quality and quantity, as well as addressing natural hazards. SB 16 

would take agricultural land and convert it to rural residential housing while the City of Ontario is seeing 

growth where needed infrastructure—sewer and water facilities should be. The proposed conversion 

would remove this acreage from the main economy in the Border Board area. Those hills are great for 

cattle!    

 

Additionally, because these residents would be outside of a city where sewer and water infrastructure is 

usually provided, it would mean these homes would need to install septic systems that could eventually 

reduce water quality. And wells would be allowed under our exempt well laws to put straws into 

potentially fragile groundwater areas. These “straws” could create future challenges for the agricultural 

industry dependent on groundwater since much of our surface water is over appropriated. As you may 

know, Oregon has limited data on our basins related to groundwater. Eastern Oregon has limited water so 

assuring their main industry has access to that limited water is critical.  

 

The Umatilla Area is already regulated and the Walla Walla and Harney areas are also being considered. 

From the Water Resources Dept. website: There are 22 designated groundwater administrative areas 

around the state with differing levels of restriction. These include critical groundwater areas (CGWAs), 

groundwater limited/classified areas, and areas withdrawn from further appropriation. Some areas have 

time-limited permit restrictions for uses requiring water rights. Other areas are closed to new 

appropriations or have well construction requirements to protect senior water rights. Staff monitor these 

areas to ensure that the restrictions adequately protect the groundwater resource and existing users.   

 

Separately, there are Groundwater Management Areas around the state related to pollution, one of which 

is in Malheur County according to the Dept. of Environmental Quality.  

 

Recently, the Harney place-based planning effort shared a report to the Water Resources Commission 

where they noted that their basin groundwater is over allocated between 120-160,000 acre feet. Well users 

are accessing “paleowater” and not recharging. Over 170 domestic well users reported a decline in the 

yield and rate of their wells in the last 10 years.   

 

By adding these potential 200 homes in the Border area (although not located near Harney County), with 

“exempt wells that allow up to 15,000 gallons of water a day and includes stock watering and up to a half-

acre of lawn or garden”, the future for water issues could be expected. Until we know the status of 

groundwater in the Border Board region, it is reasonable to assume this should be a concern to consider. 

And, frankly, the Water Resources Dept. has limited staffing to assure that these exempt well sideboards 

are met. They are already having challenges regulating growers of marijuana and hemp.  

 

The League has been supportive of the transload facility in the area and we are monitoring the proposed 

gold mine out of Vale. There are exciting things happening in the Border area. The Board’s work with the 
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Oregon Community Foundation to get the money provided to the Border Board is positive. This bill is 

simply not the right answer for the area.   

 

Thank you for the opportunity to discuss this legislation. We ask that you NOT move this bill out of 

committee.   

 

 

 

 

Rebecca Gladstone     Peggy Lynch 

LWVOR President     LWVOR Natural Resources Coordinator 

 

Cc: Beth Reiley, Senate Energy and Environment Committee Administrator 

(beth.reiley@oregonlegislature.gov)   

mailto:lwvor@lwvor.org
http://www.lwvor.org/

