
 1 

Learning	from	Oregon’s	2015	Drought:	
A	Review	of	Documented	Conditions,	Impacts,	and	Response	

Strategies	
Rianne	BeCraft	
23	June	2017	

                             (Full report: http://bit.ly/2sQ12m8)	
Executive	Summary	
	
In	2015,	Oregon	experienced	one	of	 its	most	severe	droughts	on	
record,	with	emergency	drought	declarations	 in	25	of	 the	state’s	
36	counties	(State	of	Oregon,	2016).	Although	winter	precipitation	
levels	were	relatively	average,	it	was	Oregon’s	warmest	winter	on	
record,	and	snowpack	was	at	a	historic	 low.	Snow	melted	earlier	
than	 normal,	 and	 there	 was	 less	 continuous	 runoff	 available	
during	the	summer	months.	Severe	conditions	continued	in	to	the	
year,	 as	 the	 state	 also	 faced	 its	warmest	 and	 driest	 summer	 on	
record.		
	
The	 primary	 purpose	 of	 this	 report	 is	 to	 provide	 a	 high-level	
summary	 of	 what	 Oregon	 experienced	 during	 the	 2015	 drought	
and	 the	 current	 status	 of	 drought	 monitoring	 and	 impacts	
reporting	 in	 the	 state.	 Comprised	 of	 five	main	 components,	 the	
report	includes:		

1) a	 review	 of	 extant	 literature	 on	 monitoring	 and	 reporting	
the	 ecological,	 social,	 and	 economic	 impacts	 of	 drought	 in	
the	United	States;	

2) a	 description	 of	 the	 hydrometeorological	 conditions	 of	 the	
2015	 drought	 (i.e.,	 precipitation,	 temperature,	 snowpack,	
and	 streamflow),	 and	 a	 comparison	 of	 these	 conditions	 to	
the	historic	record	and	to	those	of	other	years	of	significant	
drought;	
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3) a	 summary	 of	 the	 effects	 of	 the	 2015	 drought,	 as	 well	 as	
examples	 of	 response	 strategies	 implemented	 by	 water	
providers	and	users	to	alleviate	the	impacts	of	drought;		

4) a	discussion	of	this	research	process	and	the	insights	gained	
regarding	the	current	status	of	drought	 impacts	monitoring	
and	reporting	in	Oregon;	and	

5) a	 set	 of	 conclusions	 and	 recommendations	 based	 on	 the	
findings	of	this	report.		

	
This	summary	provides	a	general,	statewide	overview	of	the	2015	
drought,	 which	 had	 varying	 impacts	 over	 time	 and	 across	
Oregon’s	 regions,	 sectors,	 and	 economies.	 For	 example,	 limited	
water	 supply	 and	high	 temperatures	damaged	 certain	 crops	 and	
reduced	 yields,	 and	 ranchers	 in	multiple	 counties	 struggled	with	
dry	 pasturelands	 and	 limited	 stock	 water.	 In	 response	 to	 water	
level	declines,	several	municipalities	imposed	some	form	of	water	
conservation,	 be	 it	 by	 requesting	 voluntary	 cutbacks	 from	
customers	 or	 mandating	 enforceable	 restrictions.	 The	 drought	
also	 impacted	 Oregon’s	 popular	 recreational	 activities,	 such	 as	
skiing,	 boating,	 fishing,	 and	 hunting,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 local	
economies	that	depend	on	visitors.	In	addition,	Oregon’s	fish	and	
wildlife	 were	 also	 affected	 by	 an	 increase	 in	 fire,	 insect,	 and	
disease	outbreaks.		
	
Information	 for	 this	 summary	 was	 collected	 by	 reviewing	 pre-
existing	 written	 or	 logged	 information	 in:	 databases;	 publicly	
available	documents	and	websites	from	government	agencies	and	
other	 reliable	 organizations;	 government	 press	 releases;	 written	
media	 coverage;	 and	 existing	 drought	 reporters.	 Based	 on	 the	
findings	of	this	report,	the	following	recommendations,	presented	
in	no	particular	order,	have	been	developed	for	the	consideration	
of	relevant	state	agencies	and	advisory	committees.	
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Recommendation	#1.	Secure	funding	and	work	 in	partnership	to	
conduct	 drought	 risk,	 vulnerability,	 and	 impact	 assessments	 on	
geographic	and	sectoral	scales.	Consider	incorporating	interviews	
with	 water	 resource	 managers,	 providers,	 and	 users	 into	 this	
research.		
	
Recommendation	 #2.	 On	 a	 statewide	 level,	 determine:	 a)	
priorities	 and	 a	 preferred	 format	 for	 summarizing	 the	 effects	 of	
drought	and	response	strategies;	and	b)	methods	for	coordinating	
and	 minimizing	 duplicative	 efforts	 around	 collecting,	
documenting,	 sharing,	 and	 compiling	 relevant	 information	 (e.g.,	
water	 supply	 conditions,	effects	on	 sectors	and	 local	economies,	
emergency	grant	and	loan	programs).		
	
Recommendation	 #3.	 Review	 and	 discuss	 the	 appropriateness	
and	effectiveness	of	Oregon’s	county	drought	declaration	process,	
drought	 emergency	 tools,	 and	 water	 law	 stipulations	 that	 may	
help	or	inhibit	drought	management	and	response	options.		
	
Recommendation	 #4.	 Investigate	 how	 water	 conservation	 and	
storage	efforts	have	 impacted	water	consumption	and	modify	or	
develop	 policies,	 policy	 tools,	 and	 programs	 as	 appropriate.	
	
Recommendation	 #5.	 Increase	 government	 capacity	 for	
groundwater	 monitoring	 and	 develop	 a	 long-term	 plan	 for	
sustainable	 groundwater	management	with	 clear	 objectives	 and	
metrics.		
	


