
 

 

Cities, County and Tribe Unite on Groundwater 
Resolution 
A historic agreement brings four southeast Oregon governments together to 
collaborate on groundwater management. 
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In January, a noteworthy four government joint groundwater resolution regarding collaborative 
groundwater management was signed by the City of Hines, the City of Burns, Harney County and the 
Burns Paiute Tribe. 

The resolution commits the four jurisdictions to work together, while respecting each government’s 
distinct authority, and in collaboration with state and federal authorities to achieve sustainable, 
equitable groundwater management that benefits the entire community. 

As the Harney Basin’s groundwater issues rose to the forefront last year with the Oregon Water 
Resources Department (OWRD) Division 512 Rulemaking and public comment process, members of 
the Burns and Hines city councils, the Harney County Court and the Burns Paiute Tribe quickly 
realized that four unified voices were better than one.  

Tracy Kennedy, Chairperson for the Burns Paiute Tribe's Tribal Council, said initially the four 
jurisdictions were all doing their own thing. “We were all kind of doing this work separately with the 
same end goal,” she said. 

Representative Mark Owens encouraged getting the joint groundwater resolution established. He 
helped with an initial petition that would have amended the new proposed groundwater rules. All four 
jurisdictions signed that petition and that started the ball rolling. Representative Owens suggested the 
joint groundwater resolution, and the idea caught fire. “Our intention is to let Salem know that we are 
working together,” Kennedy said. “The two cities, the county and the tribe all have a commitment to 
work collaboratively to figure out our groundwater and how to manage our groundwater into the 
future.” 

“With the help of High Desert Partnership, we started meeting regularly. I think we met a couple times 
the first month, and then after that, we were meeting monthly to put some of that language together,” 
said County Commissioner Rob Frank.  



High Desert Partnership, which has provided a model for tackling complicated issues through 
collaboration in Harney County for nearly 20 years, has been a key partner in helping the four 
jurisdictions to work together.  

Frank said that after the first couple of meetings it became apparent that this was a significant step. 
“Several members around the table had said never, to their knowledge, in being involved with local 
governments, have all four governments come together and tried to address issues that were facing 
us,” he said. They began to look ahead to other issues that could potentially benefit from 
collaboration. “We hope that not only can we make a positive difference with this joint groundwater 
resolution, but maybe in the future, we start meeting regularly just so that the left hand knows what 
the right hand is doing,” Frank said. From the City of Burns’ perspective, the resolution means the 
local governments are promising to talk to each other and coordinate their efforts to ensure there is 
enough water for the community, the economy, and the environment in the long run, noted Burns City 
Manager Brenda Engebretson. 

“Essentially, it moves the region away from separate, disconnected water projects and toward a 
single, unified plan for the entire Harney Basin,” she said. As part of the resolution, each group keeps 
its own legal authority. “The tribe remains sovereign, and the cities/county keep their local jurisdiction. 
They are choosing to cooperate, not giving up control,” Engebretson said.  

While the state has no authority within the boundaries of the Burns Paiute Reservation, Kennedy said 
that the tribe wants to be a good neighbor. “Our trust property is only about 1,000 acres. Harney 
County is our aboriginal land, so it's not just this little reservation that we were put on. This whole area 
is very important to us,” she said. “The water is very important to us. It was about the bigger picture of 
the vast area. It’s about the water and taking care of the land because that is where we come from.” 

Hines City Councilor Kim Valentine sees the groundwater issue as one that affects every single 
person in the basin. “What impacts one, impacts all of us,” she said. “This resolution brings us all to 
the table formally.” 

Hines City Manager Roxane Worley agreed. “We all might be separate government entities, but we 
are one community,” she said. She sees the joint groundwater resolution as a springboard that will 
allow for collaboration on many fronts. “It's a document, and it's starting this relationship where we 
can continue to grow on different topics,” she said. “We can collaborate with each other and benefit 
the community as a whole.”  

Worley noted that there have been some hard feelings regarding the groundwater rulemaking 
process as folks realize how these rules will impact their ranches and livelihoods. She believes the 
joint groundwater resolution will show the state that this community is willing to collaborate to find a 
process that works to ensure good results without harsh economic repercussions. “We don't want to 
see a situation where we're pitting neighbor against neighbor or neighbor against city.  

"The importance of this joint groundwater resolution; when we have all four jurisdictions working 
together, that unity makes it possible for us to most effectively work with the state on groundwater 
management," said Frank. High Desert Partnership’s collaborative model has set a clear example for 
how the four jurisdictions can come together. Kennedy noted that the partnership has been a 



fundamental facilitator, which has made the process a little easier. Kennedy said that sometimes just 
scheduling a meeting to get everyone in the same room at the same time can be tricky. “People don't 
think little things like that are barriers, but they are,” she said. Having a reliable collaborative model to 
follow helps.  

The City of Burns, City of Hines, Harney County and the Burns Paiute Tribe through this joint 
groundwater resolution are establishing their commitment to work together on this complex issue. As 
Engebretson noted: “The importance of all four governments working together for a common cause 
sends a big message of unity,” she said. 
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