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Introduction
Oregon Conservation Education and Assistance Network 
(OCEAN) has created this handbook for you, the new 
district employee. The handbook includes a brief history of 
Soil and Water Conservation Districts, highlights SWCD’s 
role in administering conservation, and provides a glimpse 
of district culture. This publication will help new employees 
thrive in the arena of conservation districts.

The handbook provides an overview of statewide district 
programs and partners; however, each district has a unique 
natural resource base with a distinct set of local challenges 
and opportunities. Partnerships are paramount to our 
success. The handbook includes a section about some of 
the most common partners of SWCDs. SWCDs work with 
so many private and publicorganizations and agencies, we 
couldn’t include them all here. You will be amazed by the 
number of partners who are eager to help you meet your 
community’s conservation needs. OCEAN welcomes you to 
the important work of soil and water conservation districts.
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Acronyms 
DSL
FSA 

NEPA
NMFS

NOAA
NRCS   

OACD 
ODA  
ODF 

ODFW 
ORS

OWEB 
OWRD

SDAO 
WC 

USDA
USFWS 

Department of State Lands
Farm Services Agency
National Environmental Policy Act
National Marine Fisheries Service
National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration
Natural Resources Conservation Service   
Oregon Association of Conservation Districts 
Oregon Department of Agriculture 
Oregon Department of Forestry 
Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife
Oregon Revised Statutes
Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board 
Oregon Water Resources Department
Special Districts Association of Oregon 
Watershed Council
United States Department of Agriculture
United States Fish and Wildlife Service



 

 

History of Districts
Below is a brief outline of the events that spurred the 
formal conservation of natural resources in the U.S. and led 
to the formation of Soil and Water Conservation Districts 
in Oregon.

Dust Bowl
The native prairies of North America were grazed until the 
early 20th century, at which time winter wheat became the 
predominant crop of the Midwest. With the deep plowing 
of the Great Plains came the destruction of the grasses 
that had previously anchored the soil and prevented severe 
erosion. Droughts occurred in the area from 1933 to 1939. 
The combination of mechanized cultivation and drought 

led to the Dust Bowl: 
100 million acres of the 
Southern Plains became 
a windswept, eroded 
wasteland.

Soil Conservation 
Act of 1935
In 1935, Hugh Hammond 
Bennett, Chief of the 
US Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) 
persuaded President F. 
D. Roosevelt to address 

the Dust Bowl and soil erosion by establishing the Soil 
Conservation Service within the USDA. The charge of the 
Soil Conservation Service, now the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS), was to provide assistance to 
landowners to adopt conservation farming techniques and 
prevent a recurrence of the Dust Bowl.

A Letter from the President in 1937
In 1937, Roosevelt encouraged states to adopt legislation 
that would allow the formation of local soil conservation 
districts. This letter is the source of F.D.R.’s famous quote, 
“The Nation that destroys its soil destroys itself.” A model 
Soil Conservation District Law accompanied the letter and 
was implemented in Oregon in 1939.

The nation 
that destroys 
its soil 
destroys itself.

-F. D. Roosevelt

6

https://conservationdistrict.org/discover/discover-our-story
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=15373


 

 

 

 

7

SWCD Guiding Principles
Conservation should be led by local 
citizens.

The final responsibility for conservation 
lies with the landowner.

SWCDs are responsive to both 
landowners and operators, and the 
community as a whole.

District Establishment
Oregon’s Soil Conservation District Law created the Soil 
Conservation Committee, now known as the Soil and 
Water Conservation Commission (SWCC). The SWCC is 
a seven-member board. Each member must be a director 
of a soil and water conservation district at the time of 
appointment. The SWCC serves as an intermediary between 
the state’s conservation districts and Oregon Department 
of Agriculture (ODA). The SWCC helps oversee the SWCD 
support grant from ODA. 

Initially, conservation districts were developed in rural, 
agricultural counties, and directors were typically farmers 
and ranchers. On February 10th of 1940, the South 
Tillamook Soil Conservation District became Oregon’s first 
Conservation District. In 1963, the state of Oregon added 
“water” to the names of the districts. Currently, Oregon has 
45 conservation districts, and directors represent a much 
broader range of professions. 

Oregon’s conservation districts are political subdivisions 
of state government, but are also municipal corporations. 
Conservation districts are special districts, like school 
districts and fire districts. 

http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/561.395
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/561.395
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District Governance
All government entities are governed by the Oregon 
Legislature through Oregon Revised Statutes (ORS), the 
codified laws of the State of Oregon. The ORS chapter 
governing SWCDs is ORS 568. 
In recognition of the ever-increasing demands on the renewable natural 
resources of the state and of the need to conserve, protect and develop 
such resources, it is hereby declared to be the policy of the Legislative 
Assembly to provide for the conservation of the renewable natural 
resources of the state and thereby to conserve and develop natural 
resources, control and prevent soil erosion, control floods, conserve 
and develop water resources and water quality, prevent impairment of 
dams and reservoirs, assist in maintaining the navigability of rivers and 
harbors, preserve wildlife, conserve natural beauty, promote recreational 
development, promote collaborative conservation efforts to protect 
and enhance healthy watershed functions, assist in the development of 
renewable energy and energy efficiency resources, protect the tax base, 
protect public lands and protect and promote the health, safety and 
general welfare of the people of this state.
It is further the policy of the Legislative Assembly to authorize soil and 
water conservation districts…to participate in effectuating the policy 
set forth [above] and for such purposes to cooperate with landowners, 
land occupiers, natural resource organizations, natural resource users, 
local governments …and with agencies of the government of this state 
and of the United States in projects, programs and activities calculated 
to accelerate such policies.…[T]he soil and water conservation districts 
also shall strive to…prevent ground water contamination.

ORS 568 is the chapter of Oregon Law 
that defines SWCDs, describes their tax 
levying authority, wind erosion control, and 
agricultural water quality management.

Soil and Water Conservation; 
Water Quality Management

ORS 568

 

http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/chapter/568
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Bonds and Taxing Authority
ORS 568.803-808
A district may finance the exercise of any district power or 
function…by levying special assessments against property directly 
benefited thereby and by issuing special assessment improvement 
bonds. As security for the bonds, the district may pledge all or 
any part of the revenue from special assessments levied against 
property directly benefited. The rights and duties accorded a 
city and the owners of property in a city…for levying special 
assessments and issuing special assessment improvement bonds 
shall apply in the same manner to a district and the owners of 
property in the district for purposes of levying assessments and 
issuing special assessment improvement bonds under this section.
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http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/2007/568.803
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Core Legal Requirements 
At a minimum, conservation districts need to comply with 
these five requirements to stay legal and be eligible for grant 
funds administered by ODA. 
An Annual Work Plan outlines specific activities the 
conservation district will pursue in the next fiscal year to 
address the goals and objectives defined in the long-range 
business plan. It describes who is going to do what, by when, 
and how.
A Long-Range Business Plan is developed and 
updated every three to five years as a broad outline of 
the conservation district’s purpose, response to natural 
resource concerns, and current and future operations. 
Annual Meeting & Notice Each year, at a time fixed by 
board resolution, the board shall give due notice, call an 
annual meeting of the landowners in the district, and present 
an annual report and audit. 
An Annual Report must be made available to the public 
on conservation district programs and accomplishments. The 
annual report accompanies the annual financial report.
An Annual Financial Report The board shall (1) provide 
for the keeping of full and accurate record of all proceedings 
and of all resolutions, regulations, and orders issued or 
adopted; and (2) provide for an annual audit of the accounts 
of receipts and disbursements in accordance with ORS 
297.210, 297.230 and 297.405 to 297.555.

568.554 Annual Work Plan & Long-Range Plan

568.580 Annual Meeting & Annual Report

568.610 Annual Financial Report

ORS 568

 

http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/chapter/297
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/568.554
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/568.580
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/568.610
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/chapter/568
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District Directors
A director is elected or appointed to serve on a 
conservation district board. In some states, directors 
are called supervisors or district officials. In Oregon, 
conservation district directors are elected in the November 
General Election held in even numbered years and serve 
four-year terms.  

Director terms are staggered so that all positions are 
not elected simultaneously. Staggered terms help provide 
continuity on the board and maintain operational 
consistency. A conservation district board may appoint a 
person to fill a vacant director position between elections. 
Three to five directors represent district zones. Two 
directors are at-large representatives. 

Board members work with district staff, 
cooperating agencies, and partners to 
fulfill the mission and legal requirements 
of the district. Directors should be 
knowledgeable about laws that govern 
board operations, such as budget, audit, 
public meetings, and contracting laws. 
Directors are encouraged to participate 
in a periodic review of conservation 
district operations with ODA. 

District boards should identify local 
conservation needs and develop 
programs and services to address 
those needs. Directors cooperate with 
landowners, managers and residents within the district, and 
federal, state, and local governments, to address common 
natural resource issues. Another important contribution of 
board members is to recruit, train, and engage volunteers, 
and seek new partners in conservation efforts. 

Individual directors may be given authority or power to 
act on behalf of the board for specific limited tasks. This 
authority is granted through board resolution, motion, or 
policy, and must be recorded in the board meeting minutes. 
Authorities granted to individual directors may include: 
staff supervision, obligation of funds, staff time or other 
resources, public presentations, project management, signing 
of documents, creation of policy, and program development 
and implementation.

 

Conservation Efforts
Access to market-based services and certification
Agriculture and forestry
Air quality
Alternative and renewable energy
Animal waste and nutrient management
Carbon sequestration
Economic development based on natural resources
Invasive species
Watershed management and ecosystem health
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District Employees
Districts have widely varied budgets and staffing levels. Some 
have a single staff member that is responsible for everything, 
while others may have several administrative and technical 
staff. It helps to know the chain of command so you 
know who to ask for assistance when you need it.  As an 
employee, you will be expected to implement district policy 
and direction. Furthermore, you serve as a liaison between 
your board and the people who live within your district’s 
jurisdiction. You deliver the services of your district and 
convey the concerns of the community back to your board. 

District jobs are typically very public positions: you are the 
face of the district. Once you understand your district’s 
mission and goals, you will be expected to manage or build 
programs that enhance your board’s priorities. This is likely 
to include an enduring search for funding and collaboration 
with a wide array of partners. Building strong cooperator 
relationships is your key to success. District staff work 
with all types of people and must refrain from expressing 
personal opinions about race, religion, culture, politics, other 
agencies or their staff. Conduct yourself professionally and 
be ethical.
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Administration & Operations
The management of daily district operations varies from 
county to county. However, certain rules and requirements 
dictate how all districts operate in relation to fiscal 
management, public meetings, and contracting.

Fiscal Management and Contracting
The statutes and administrative rules relating to district 
operations are fairly complicated and variable. The best 
way to learn about your district’s rules is by reviewing the 
Oregon Soil and Water Conservation District Guidebook – 
A Guide to Operations and Management. This guide, created 
by the Oregon Department of Agriculture, is searchable 
and can be found at www.oregon.gov/ODA/programs/
NaturalResources/SWCD/Pages/Guidebook.aspx

Meeting Requirements
A conservation district is both a 
governing body and a public body (ORS 
192.610), and is therefore subject to 
Oregon’s Public Meetings Law (ORS 
192.620-192.710).  A public meeting 
is “the convening of a governing body 
for which a quorum is required in 
order to make a decision or deliberate 
toward a decision on a matter.” While 
not required in statute, SWCD boards 
generally meet on a monthly basis.
Board meetings serve as a forum for directors to conduct 
district business.  At board meetings, directors:
• Establish policy.
• Identify resource concerns and solutions.
• Review work plans and business plans.
• Provide information.
• Receive reports and hear public comment.
• Review and approve conservation plans.
• Oversee district finances.
• Act on personnel matters.
• Conduct executive sessions, as needed.

An advisory board, committee, subcommittee, task force, 
or other official group that has authority to make decisions 
or recommendations to the conservation district on policy 
or administration, is also required to comply with Public 
Meetings Law.  Staff meetings are not considered public 
meetings unless a board quorum is present. 

 

Public Meetings Law Requires
Meetings shall be open to the public, except 
for executive sessions.
Advance notive shall be given.
Minutes shall be taken.
Votes shall be made publicly and recorded.

http://www.oregon.gov/ODA/programs/NaturalResources/SWCD/Pages/Guidebook.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/ODA/programs/NaturalResources/SWCD/Pages/Guidebook.aspx
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/chapter/192
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/chapter/192
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/192.610
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/192.610
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Permitting
Many agencies regulate land use. The regulations change 
frequently. Conservation projects may require permits 
or notifications before work can legally be conducted. 
Regulatory agencies issue permits that allow on-the-ground 
projects to proceed. Some permit processes take months, so 
plan ahead and include permit fees as budget line items. For 
example, a $5,000 building permit fee for a $10,000 manure 
compost facility can end the project if you haven’t accounted 
for it. Permits may be required at the local, state, and federal 
levels.

Local Permitting
Most counties and 
cities have a land use 
planning department, 
building department, and 
a floodplain manager.  
Contact the county and 
city when your projects include stream restoration, riparian 
planting, fencing, heavy use areas, rainwater collection, rain 
gardens, and manure composting facilities. Most counties and 
cities in Oregon are required by FEMA to act as permitters 
for floodplain regulations.

Permitting Guidelines
Earth moving usually requires a permit.

Work in or to waterways is likely to need 
a permit.

Permitting rules change frequently - check 
with permitters for every project.

Common Local Permits
Grade and fill
Floodplain development
Composting (>100 tons)
Tree planting (in some cities)
Building

http://www.fema.gov/
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State Permitting
At the state level, jurisdictions often overlap, which leads to 
the requirement of multiple state level permits for a single 
practice. Call your area representatives as far in advance as 
possible. Invite relevant regulators to the project site before 
the plans have been finalized.

State Agency Permit/Activity
Department of State 
Lands (DSL)

Individual permits or general 
authorizations for grade and fill; 
especially in waters of the state

Dept. of Environmental 
Quality (DEQ)

1200-C NPDES Stormwater 
Discharge Permits for construction

DEQ Composting permit for manure 
composting

Oregon Department of 
Agriculture (ODA)

Confined Animal Feeding Operation 
(CAFO) permits for livestock 
operations

Oregon Department of 
Forestry (ODF)

Notifications for projects on land 
even loosely designated as timber

Oregon Department of 
Fish & Wildlife (ODFW)

Fish passage plans for culvert or 
bridge replacement

Oregon Water Resources 
Department (OWRD)

Permits for creation of ponds, spring 
developments, or irrigation

http://www.oregon.gov/DSL/pages/index.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/DSL/pages/index.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/DEQ/pages/index.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/DEQ/pages/index.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/oda/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/oda/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/ODA/programs/NaturalResources/Pages/CAFO.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/ODA/programs/NaturalResources/Pages/CAFO.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/ODA/programs/NaturalResources/Pages/CAFO.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/ODF/working/pages/ENotification.aspx
http://www.dfw.state.or.us/
http://www.dfw.state.or.us/
http://www.dfw.state.or.us/fish/passage/index.asp
http://www.dfw.state.or.us/fish/passage/index.asp
http://www.oregon.gov/OWRD/pages/index.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/OWRD/pages/index.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/owrd/Pages/pubs/forms.aspx
http://www.oregon.gov/owrd/Pages/pubs/forms.aspx


 

Federal Permitting
The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), 
signed into law in 1970, NEPA establishes goals for 
the protection, maintenance, and enhancement of the 
environment and provides a process for implementing these 
goals within federal agencies. NEPA applies to any major 
project that involves federal funding, work performed by 
the federal government, or permits issued by a federal 
agency. The NEPA process begins when an agency develops 
a proposal addressing a need to take action. There are three 
levels of analysis that a federal agency must undertake to 
comply with the law, which include the preparation of a 
Categorical Exclusion (CatEx), an environmental assessment 

(EA), a Finding of No 
Significant Impact 
(FONSI), and the 
preparation and drafting 
of an environmental 
impact statement (EIS)

The Clean Water 
Act, the common term 
for the Federal Water 
Pollution Control Act, 
is the primary federal 
law governing water 
pollution. Clean Water 

Act permits you may need include National Pollution 
Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) and dredge and fill. 

The Clean Air Act is the federal law designed to control 
air pollution on the national level. States often enforce the 
Clean Air Act standards, but SWCD projects are unlikely 
to exceed the limits the Clean Air Act sets for acceptable 
emissions levels.

Federal compliance is often initiated when you submit a 
completed Joint Permit application to the Army Corps of 
Engineers and your DSL representative. The Corps will 
notify NOAA/NMFS, USFWS, and any applicable Tribes and 
schedule a comment period. To reiterate, pre-consultation 
is critical for projects to stay on track. Some Corps per-
mit processes may take up to two years, depending on the 
project’s complexity. Pre-consultation with the Corps allows 
you to include mandated design or management elements in 

 

16

https://www.epa.gov/nepa
https://www.epa.gov/laws-regulations/summary-clean-water-act
https://www.epa.gov/laws-regulations/summary-clean-water-act
http://www.nwd.usace.army.mil/Locations.aspx
http://www.nwd.usace.army.mil/Locations.aspx
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your permit application and is likely to shorten the permit-
ting process by months. In areas with important cultural re-
sources or critical Endangered Species habitat, you may need 
to design stream restoration or culvert projects to meet 
SLOPES V criteria, or include such components as cultural 
resources surveys and fish screen documentation.

In some instances, you may not need to follow all of the 
Army Corps procedure to ensure federal compliance. 
Federal partners in your project may have Programmatic 
Authority to approve a restoration project within certain 
guidelines. For example, you can work under NRCS’s Pro-
grammatic Authority, as long as practices are implemented in 
accordance with NRCS policies, standards and specifications. 
The same is true with the USFWS Partners Program. These 
rules lessen the permitting burden on projects and practices 
that are universally recognized as beneficial for conservation 
and restoration.

17

http://www.fws.gov/partners/


 

 

 

District Partners 
Many organizations and agencies partner with conservation 
districts. Programs and priorities vary over the years, but 
partnership is always a great way to improve the services or 
programs available to your cooperators. Common partners 
across the state are described below.  

Farm Service Agency (FSA)
The Farm Service Agency is focused on equitably serving 
all farmers, ranchers, and agricultural partners through the 
delivery of effective, efficient agricultural programs for all 
Americans dedicated to achieving an economically and 
environmentally sound future for American Agriculture. 
Their focus is to provide a market-oriented, economically 
and environmentally sound American agriculture delivering 
an abundant, safe, and affordable food and fiber supply while 
sustaining quality agricultural communities.
FSA is a part of the USDA and helps to administer some 
Farm Bill Programs. In regard to conservation projects, 
their main focus is in helping to determine landowner 
eligibility for NRCS programs. FSA also has a specific 
partnership with OWEB for a program called Conservation 
Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP). This program can 
provide funding through grants for full time district staff to 
administer on the ground elements of CREP.

18

http://www.fsa.usda.gov/


 

 

 

 

 

Institutions of Higher Education
Most conservation districts have productive partnerships 
with their local institutions of higher education, which range 
from community colleges to state and private universities. 
Oregon State University (OSU) is a perfect example. 
Because of its Land Grant University status, OSU houses 
OSU Extension Service, with branches across the state. 
OSU Extension’s mission is to convey research-based 
knowledge in a way that is useful for people to improve 
their lives, their homes, and their communities. 

OSU Extension program areas that are of relevance to 
conservation districts include 4-H, Agricultural Sciences 
and Natural Resources, Agricultural Experiment Stations, 
Forestry and Natural Resources, and Sea Grant. If your 
conservation district offers education and outreach to 
audiences from forest and farm managers to youth, the local 
OSU Extension agents can help bring excellence to your 
efforts. 

 

19

http://oregonstate.edu/
http://extension.oregonstate.edu/
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Local Governments  
Cities and counties are a vital resource for long term 
conservation planning on a larger scale. Many have staff 
members devoted to long term planning, zoning and 
resource conservation and can be a resource to you and 
your district. There are also many services that the SWCD 
can provide to the local government, ranging from securing 
funding for transportation projects that can improve 
fish passage, ground water or other studies to support 
sustainable development, to planning assistance for new 
landowners. If your SWCD has a tax base, the county 
assessor is the one who collects it for you. 

Prior to 2000, rural counties and schools received 25% of 
the revenues generated from timber sales from our national 
forests. The Secure Rural Schools Act replaced this timber 
revenue with payments that are not tied to the amount of 
timber produced. Secure Rural Schools Act: Title II funds 
can be used for projects that benefit federal lands, such as 
invasive weed control, fish passage, and riparian restoration. 
Title III funds may only be used for activities under the 
Firewise Communities program that increase the protection 
of people and property from wildfires. SWCDs are eligible 
to apply for Title II and Title III funds.

 

20

http://oregoncounties.org/
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/pts/countyfunds
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Natural Resources Conservation Service 
The Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) is a 
non-regulatory federal government agency within the US 
Department of Agriculture. NRCS programs are based on 
guidelines outlined in the Federal Farm Bill. These voluntary 
Farm Bill programs are designed to benefit both agricultural 
producers and the environment. Similar to SWCDs, NRCS 
provides technical and financial assistance to landowners 
in their county based on the resource concern being 
addressed. 

Because of their long-standing relationship, SWCDs, NRCS, 
and FSA are often housed together in a USDA Service 
Center. A typical NRCS office will contain (at a minimum) a 
District Conservationist (DC) who is the lead or point of 
contact for many Farm Bill conservation programs in that 
county. In addition to the DC, there may be engineers, Soil 
Conservationists, and Resource Conservationists. These 
staff members are excellent sources of information about 
conservation in a given county.

21

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/site/national/home/
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Oregon Association of Conservation Districts
The Oregon Association of Conservation Districts (OACD) 
is a private, non-governmental, non-profit 501(c)(6) 
statewide membership organization that pursues legislative 
and policy activity. OACD represents and supports Oregon’s 
46 conservation districts through four main goals.
1. To...provide a vehicle for local Conservation Districts 

and Water Control Districts to build capacity and to 
work together on common statewide challenges and 
opportunities.

2. To be a common voice for those committed to the belief 
that Oregon’s...resources must be used in accordance 
with the needs of the people...while maintaining a quality 
environment and a productive economy.

3. To cooperate with...a coalition of organizations that will 
drive the adoption of statewide policies and programs 
and result in a quality environment and a productive 
economy.

4. To inform the public of the value of conservation...
OACD’s Board of Directors represent the eight Oregon 
conservation basins,  along with five elected officers and 
the President of OCEAN. The board shares information 
between districts and other agencies and provides board 
training and other services. They have historically assisted 
districts with operational and organizational support, such as 
assisting with business plans. 

http://oacd.org/
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Oregon Conservation Education and 
Assistance Network
This handbook was prepared for conservation district 
employees by the Oregon Conservation Education and 
Assistance Network (OCEAN). OCEAN is a membership 
organization. Its board members represent the eight distinct 
basins as well as three at-large positions. OCEAN, formed 
in 1992, provides conservation district employees with 
capacity building, education, and professional development 
opportunities to solve natural resource conservation issues 
that districts face throughout the state. 

OCEAN’s strategy is to deliver the most comprehensive 
professional development program for conservation 
district employees, providing the skills necessary to be 
successful in delivering conservation on the ground. 
OCEAN delivers conservation based technical training, 
professional development, education, assistance, and 
networking opportunities to 150+ conservation district 
employees in Oregon. CONNECT, a conference for 
conservation professionals, is OCEAN’s main endeavor, and 
provides attendees with two full days of technical training 
built around the feedback received from the attendees 
themselves.

OCEAN Basins

https://oceanconnect.org/
https://oceanconnect.org/
https://oceanconnect.org/connect.php
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Oregon Department of Agriculture (ODA)
The Oregon Department of Agriculture (ODA) is a state 
regulatory agency with the mission of ensuring food safety 
and providing consumer protection; protecting the natural 
resource base for present and future generations of farmers 
and ranchers; and promoting economic development and 
expanding market opportunities for Oregon agricultural 
products.

ODA is advised by a ten-member State Board of Agriculture. 
The board issues a biennial report to the Governor and 
Legislative Assembly regarding the status of Oregon’s 
agriculture industry. The Soil and Water Conservation 
Commission (SWCC) also advises ODA. For more 
information about the SWCC, see the Local Leadership 
Section of this handbook.

ODA has eleven program areas. SWCDs generally have 
the most contact with the Natural Resources Programs, 
which includes the Ag Water Quality Management (AWQM) 
Program. 

ODA partners with SWCDs to help agricultural producers 
protect water quality. This partnership was strengthened 
when the Oregon Agricultural Water Quality Management 
Act (Senate Bill 1010) passed in 1993. This legislation directs 

http://www.oregon.gov/ODA
http://extension.oregonstate.edu/landmarksdvd/documents/ODA_SB_1010.pdf
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ODA to prevent and control pollution from agricultural 
sources. The state is divided into 38 Agricultural Water 
Quality Management Areas (AWQMAs). SWCDs serve 
as Local Management Agencies (LMA) in each one of the 
AWQMAs. ODA, with input from the LMAs, appoint Local 
Advisory Committees (LACs), which are comprised of local 
landowners, environmental groups, and local government 
agencies. LACs identify local agricultural water quality 
problems and develop AWQMA plans. The AWQM program 
has a regulatory element to it, but SWCDs are not expected 
to act in a regulatory capacity.

ODA provides funding to SWCDs to provide technical 
assistance to agricultural landowners to restore, maintain, 
or protect water quality. Each SWCD develops a Scope 
of Work (SOW) that outlines the relevant conservation 
activities.

ODA’s Weed Program offers Oregon State Weed Board 
grants to fund treatment of high priority weeds. Weed 
Program personnel assist conservation district staff with 
prioritization and best treatment methods for a wide variety 
of noxious and invasive weeds.
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Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife 
(ODFW)
ODFW’s mission is to protect and enhance Oregon’s fish 
and wildlife and their habitats for use and enjoyment by 
present and future generations.  
Fish Division
ODFW is charged by statute (ORS 506.036) to protect and 
propagate fish in the state. ODFW maintains hatcheries 
throughout the state to provide fish for program needs. 
Operation of these facilities is governed by the following:
The Oregon Plan for Salmon and Watersheds is a 
comprehensive plan for the conservation of salmon and the 
protection of their habitat which coordinates the actions of 
all state agencies that affect aquatic resources.
The Native Fish Conservation Policy provides a 
basis for managing hatcheries in balance with sustainable 
production of naturally produced native fish.
The Fish Hatchery Management Policy provides 
general fish culture and facility guidelines and measures 
to maintain genetic resources of native fish populations 
spawned or reared in captivity.
The Fish Health Management Policy describes 
measures that minimize the impact of fish diseases on the 
state’s fish resources.

 

http://www.dfw.state.or.us/
http://www.dfw.state.or.us/
http://www.oregonlaws.org/ors/506.036
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Wildlife Division 
The Wildlife Division is responsible for monitoring the 
numbers and health of wildlife species, setting population 
conservation and management objectives, overseeing wildlife 
habitat restoration and maintenance, and regulating harvest 
of game animals. The Oregon Conservation Strategy 
is a key part of the Division. This division is organized into 
three key program areas:
The Conservation Program implements the Oregon 
Conservation Strategy, a blueprint for conservation of the 
state’s native fish and wildlife and their habitats. 
The Game Program works with landowners to prevent 
and reduce wildlife damage to agricultural and timber crops, 
conducts inventories of game mammals, establishes harvest 
regulations, conducts hunter surveys, and investigates wildlife 
diseases.
The Habitat Program oversees 16 Wildlife Areas that 
provide valuable habitat for native and migrating species and 
oversees statewide habitat development,
ODFW helps districts implement projects. Technical and 
planning assistance is available through the Salmon Recovery 
Plan. The Restoration & Enhancement Board has programs 
that cover the costs and long term maintenance of livestock 
water pumps and troughs. They also have regulatory 
oversight of DSL permits for fish passage plans, and help 
advocate important projects to funders. ODFW’s Salmon 
and Trout Advisory Committee offers mini-grants for habitat 
restoration, education, monitoring, and fish culture.
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http://www.dfw.state.or.us/conservationstrategy/read_the_strategy.asp
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Oregon Department of Forestry (ODF)
Established in 1911, ODF “serves the people of Oregon 
by protecting, managing, and promoting stewardship of 
Oregon’s forests to enhance environmental, economic, and 
community sustainability.” ODF is under the direction of 
the State Forester who is appointed by the State Board 
of Forestry. Statutes direct the state forester to act on 
all matters pertaining to forestry, including collecting and 
sharing information about the conditions of Oregon’s 
forests, protecting forestlands and conserving forest 
resources.

Specific activities include: fire protection for private, state 
and federal forests; regulation of forest practices under 
the Oregon Forest Practices Act and promotion of forest 
stewardship; implementation of the Oregon Plan for Salmon 
and Watersheds; detection and control of harmful forest 
insect pests and forest tree diseases; management of state-
owned forestlands; forestry assistance to non-industrial 
private woodland owners; forest resource planning, and 
community and urban forestry assistance. Aside from their 
regulatory role, they also have a variety of programs through 
which Districts can partner, from FireWise to Forest 
Management Plans.

http://www.oregon.gov/odf
http://www.firewise.org
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Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board
Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board (OWEB) is a state 
agency that provides grants to help Oregonians take care of 
local streams, rivers, wetlands, and natural areas. The agency 
is led by a 17-member citizen board. Members are drawn 
from the public at large, tribes, and federal and state natural 
resource agency boards and commissions. Community 
members and landowners use scientific criteria to decide 
jointly what needs to be done to conserve and improve 
rivers and natural habitat in the places where they live. 
OWEB grants are available on a competitive basis. They are 
funded from the Oregon Lottery, federal dollars, and salmon 
license plate revenue. 

Districts are eligible for most of the grant programs offered 
by OWEB. The Small Grant Program is an important source 
of financial assistance for project implementation for many 
districts due to its relatively easy paperwork and quick 
turnaround. Each OWEB region has a grant review team 
that sets regional priorities. Your OWEB Regional Project 
Manager will be able to assist you with specific questions 
pertaining to your region.  

http://www.oregon.gov/OWEB
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Special Districts Association of Oregon 
Special Districts Association of Oregon (SDAO) was formed 
in 1979 to give special districts a stronger and united voice 
at the Oregon Legislature. As with similar associations that 
support cities, counties, schools, and local government, the 
Association provides advocacy, training, information resourc-
es, and other support programs. SDAO has grown its mem-
bership to nearly 900 local government members.

The association is governed by a twelve member Board of 
Directors. The annual business meeting of SDAO members, 
held in conjunction with the SDAO’s annual February con-
ference, gives members an opportunity to elect, for two-
year terms, their association’s Board of Directors.

SDAO is a vital resource for many districts for operational 
and administrative support. They are an important source 
of information and legal assistance for district managers and 
administrative staff.

 

https://www.sdao.com/


  

 

 

United States Fish & Wildlife Service 
The US Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS) Partners Program 
provides match to other grant funds. It’s a great resource for 
filling budget gaps for necessities other funders don’t always 
fund such as staff time. These funds usually require the 
landowner to sign an agreement stating they will maintain 
the practice for ten years.

Watershed Councils
Watershed councils are locally organized, voluntary, non-
regulatory groups established to improve the conditions of 
the watersheds in which they reside. Watershed Councils 
bring together local stakeholders from private, local, state 
and federal interests. Councils plan watershed protection 
and restoration strategies by taking the whole watershed 
into account. 

Many Districts are housed or work closely with their 
respective watershed councils on projects from restoration 
to youth education. Watershed councils and SWCDs often 
refer contacts to the partner with a program better suited 
to the needs of a given landowner or treatment area.
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http://www.fws.gov/
http://www.fws.gov/partners/
http://www.oregonwatersheds.org/
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Handbook Credits
OCEAN would like to thank Jeremy Baker (East Multnomah 
SWCD) and Tyler Joki (Columbia SWCD) for creating and 
organizing this publication. We would also like to recognize 
Teresa Matteson (Benton SWCD), Lisa Kilders (Clackamas 
SWCD), Lacey Townsend (Tualatin SWCD), Jason Faucera 
(Clackamas SWCD), and Manette Simpson (ODA) for their 
efforts in ensuring the handbook content is appropriate and 
well-stated. Finally, we would like to thank Heath Keirstead 
(Benton SWCD) for editing the handbook, and Julia Lont for 
its graphic design. Together Heath and Julia transformed the 
initial draft into the visually captivating document you are 
now viewing. 

Photo Credits
Pg Photographer Caption
4 Teresa Matteson Rural road

4 Holly Crosson SWCD staff and board member

5 Siuslaw SWCD Giant salamander

5 Teresa Matteson Fava beans

7 Wheeler SWCD Juniper removal project

8 Crystal Durbecq Tokatee Falls

9 Jason Faucera Map of Oregon’s SWCDs
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Pg Photographer Caption
10 Crystal Durbecq Oregon Coast

12 East Multnomah 
SWCD

Rural conservationist Lucas Nipp takes water 
quality data in a stream.

12 Marty Suter Harney SWCD staff at Wild Horse Lake

14 Wheeler SWCD CREP planting

15 Heath Keirstead Manure compost structure

15 Crystal Durbecq Madrone tree

16 Seth Mead Coho closeup

17 Clackamas SWCD Milk Creek streambank regrade

17 Donna Schmitz Riparian restoration

18 Heath Keirstead Wetland mitigation

18 East Multnomah 
SWCD

A farmer enrolled in our Farm Incubator Program 
examines his crops.

19 Crystal Durbecq The dam on Crooked River

19 East Multnomah 
SWCD

Girl plants lupine at an elementary school rain 
garden demo project in Gresham.

20 Teresa Matteson Grapes on the vine at Tyee Winery

21 Teresa Matteson Pasture Management and Soil Health Tour

21 Leslie Michel Teresa Matteson collects samples for the Soil 
Quality Project.

22 Richard Schmitz Vineyard view

22 Heath Keirstead SWCD staff with local farmer and ag engineer 
visiting from Nigeria.

23 Jason Faucera Map of OCEAN Basins

23 Holly Crosson Cattails at edge of pond

24 Teresa Matteson Shovel in the garden

24 Marika Cowan Cowan Dairy in Clatsop County

25 Richard Schmitz Sun over grain

25 Teresa Matteson Annual rye and crimson clover cover crop trials at 
the NRCS Plant Materials Center

26 Siuslaw SWCD Beaver dam

26 Wheeler SWCD Bridge Creek Watershed in Wheeler County

27 Marvin Gilmour Orchardgrass field for hay in Princeton

27 Heath Keirstead Salmon Watch volunteers demonstrate 
macroinvertebrate collection method.

28 Michael Ahr Douglas-fir plantation thinning in W. Mult. Co.unty

28 Crystal Durbecq Catherine Creek

29 Clackamas SWCD Milk Creek restoration

29 Crystal Durbecq South Sister

30 Siuslaw SWCD Coastal forest

30 Crystal Durbecq Green Lakes in Sisters Wilderness

31 Holly Crosson Restoration planting at Half Moon Bend

31 Heath Keirstead Weed pull at Finley National Wildlife Refuge

32 Holly Crosson Camas

32 Holly Crosson Lavender field

33 Steve Lily Ladybug on lupine
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