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June 23, 2021 
 
To: The Honorable Kate Brown, Governor of the State of Oregon 
Dustin Buehler, General Counsel:  dustin.e.buehler@oregon.gov 
Elana Guiney, Legislative Director:  elana.pirtle-guiney@oregon.gov  
Jason Minor, Natural Resources Director:  Jason.miner@oregon.gov 
Amira Streeter, Natural Resources Advisor:  amira.streeter@oregon.gov 
 
Re: SB 16 – Drought in Oregon – Removing farmland – PLEASE VETO THIS BILL 
 
SB 16 would waive Oregon’s land use laws to allow 100 homes somewhere among 55,000 acres 
of farmland outside of the City of Ontario. Not only is this contrary to sound farmland protection 
policies and will divert infrastructure investment away from local cities like Ontario, Vale and 
Nyssa, but it will exacerbate the already severe water shortages in Eastern Oregon. 
 

• Oregon is in a severe drought. We note that you, Governor, have already declared a 
drought in Malheur County, as well as many other counties in the state (See map.). These 
homes would be allowed to have water wells that will draw from groundwater that we 
don’t even know exists. The limited water in farmland should go to the vital 
agricultural industry—critical to Malheur County’s and the state’s economy. Even 
with the increased investment in the Water Resources Department this 2021 session, as 
we have seen in southern Oregon, regulating the use of “exempt wells” is a challenge 
with no guarantee that these wells will not attempt to irrigate more than the legally 
allowed uses under the exempt well law. 
 

• In this session, Oregon taxpayers are already being asked to help domestic well owners in 
Harney County that are experiencing diminishing groundwater —to the tune of $500,000 
(HB 3092). See Slide #3 of a presentation by Rep. Mark Owens that shows the many 
groundwater restricted areas in Oregon, including near Ontario. He provided that well 
users are accessing “paleowater” in his Harney County area and not recharging. Over 170 
domestic well users reported a decline in the yield and rate of their wells in his Harney 
County area in the last 10 years. Will SB 16 set Oregon up for that same need in a few 
years for these Malheur County homes? 
 

• Oregon is investing in a transload facility to support the agricultural industry in this 
area. It will be important to continue to support that industry to assure the facility is 
successful. The League has been following the application for a gold mine out of Vale 
where state agencies are using the first consolidated permitting process. The monies the 
legislature provided a few years ago to the Eastern Oregon Border Region are finally 
beginning to be awarded as grants for economic development. Exciting things are 
happening in the Eastern Border area. We need to support these towns. Allowing homes 
scattered outside these cities dilutes their ability to become vibrant entities.   
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We do not need to set up yet another conflict over water between those who produce our food 
and housing development, especially when there is plenty of land inside the Ontario Urban 
Growth Boundary (UGB) for housing development. In recent years, Ontario has expanded its 
Urban Growth Boundary (UGB) to bring in about 600 acres from its urban reserve, leaving about 
1500 acres still available in the Ontario Urban Reserve, in addition to vacant residential lands 
already in the Ontario UGB. Ontario needs investment in infrastructure inside its UGB to support 
economic development. We encourage your support for the city and rejection of this 
proposal. 
 
Thank you for considering our request. We ask that you VETO SB 16. 
 
  

    
 
Rebecca Gladstone     Peggy Lynch 
LWVOR President     LWVOR Natural Resources Coordinator 
 
Cc:  Senate President Peter Courtney:  Sen.PeterCourtney@oregonlegislature.gov 
        Speaker Tina Kotek: Rep.TinaKotek@oregonlegislature.gov   
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