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Background 

 
On December 3, 2007, the city of Vernonia, Oregon, suffered the second “500-
year flood” in eleven years.  A combination of heavy rain on top of snow caused 
the Nehalem River and Rock Creek to overflow their banks and flood much of 
downtown Vernonia.  Nearly 300 people were rescued from homes and 
workplaces, and there was widespread damage to private property, businesses, 
and public infrastructure.   
 
District Superintendant Ken Cox had closed schools for the day so no children 
were present at the time of the flood, but all three schools and the district office 
were hard hit, and the high school was substantially destroyed.  Following the 
flood, Vernonia’s nearly 700 students were sent to classrooms around the 
community and to schools in Scappoose.  In early February 2008, the elementary 
school and middle school buildings were re-opened.  Children from all grades 
are attending school in a combination of the two buildings and modular units, 
but the situation is still a makeshift one:  The high school is unusable and has 
been mostly demolished.  In addition, the elementary school is in bad state of 
repair and has a significant collapse potential in case of an earthquake.   
 
Soon after the flood, the Army Corps of Engineers issued and the City of 
Vernonia adopted a new floodplain map, placing all three schools squarely in the 
high-risk zone for future floods. 
 
After the immediate recovery efforts were underway, the town decided that its 
first and highest priority was to rebuild a safe and sustainable school system out 
of the newly mapped floodplain and harm’s way. 
 
Oregon Solutions Project 
 
In April 2008, Governor Ted Kulongoski granted Columbia County 
Commissioner Tony Hyde’s request to designate the Vernonia Schools Project as 
an Oregon Solutions project.  Governor Kulongoski responded:  “This project is 
important to me and my staff.  The problem of relocating and funding Vernonia’s 
schools needs to be addressed immediately.  Education is one of my highest 
priorities and with that comes the need to provide our students with a safe and 
healthy environment in which to learn.”  
 
The Governor assured participation of his staff and appropriate state agencies on 
the team.   The project team has met for over a year and has achieved its first 
goal:  to find a new site for the school system and to get the appropriate land use 
documentation prepared for filing.  This declaration of cooperation is designed 
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to document the successes of the project to date and to outline the next phase of 
collaboration. 
 
Agreements 
 
All team members acknowledge that the best solutions depend upon cooperation 
by all entities at the table.  Accordingly, they recognize that each individual has a 
unique perspective and contribution to make, and legitimate interests that need 
to be taken into account for the success of the various projects.  The following 
sections provide each entity’s contributions to the project listed above. 
 
 
Purpose of Declaration of Cooperation 
 
Oregon Solutions provides a structure for the public, private, and civic sectors to 
collaborate in addressing one of the state’s sustainable community objectives.  
That collaborative process, which results in agreements being made between the 
parties and commitments being made to the project, created the basis for this 
Declaration of Cooperation.  This document outlines the commitments that all 
parties have made to successfully carry out the project and to achieve their 
collective goals in Phase II of the Oregon Solutions process. 
 
Collective Project and Achievements 
 
For over a year, the Oregon Solutions team, representing federal, state and local 
government, private industry, civic organizations, and philanthropies, has met to 
support the Vernonia School District and the City of Vernonia in their efforts to 
find an appropriate location for the Vernonia school system and to assist in any 
land use applications that might need to be made.    The team has leveraged 
hundreds of thousands of dollars to the project and has engaged the businesses, 
regulatory agencies, and the public in the process. 
 
The next phase of the project will be focused on finding funding for the school 
project and for supporting the entire community in making connections between 
the overall Rebuild Vernonia efforts and the reconstruction of the school system. 
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Columbia County 
 

The Columbia County Commission, through Commissioner Tony Hyde was one for the 
parties to request the Governor’s designation of the project.  Commissioner Hyde has served 
as co-convener of the Oregon Solutions project and has provided leadership and vision to 
the project.  Columbia County has also partially funded a public affairs firm to connect 
Vernonia flood recovery efforts to federal resources.  Columbia County has also _______ 
 
In the next phase of the project, Columbia County will: 
 

● Have Commissioner Hyde continue to serve as co-convener for the next 
phase of the Oregon Solutions project. 

 
● Have Commissioner Hyde continue to serve as the lead spokesperson for the 

Oregon Solutions project with the media and other interested parties. 
 
● Continue to fund (along with the City of Vernonia and the Vernonia School 

District) to employ the public affairs firm to connect the flood recovery 
efforts to federal resources until _____. 

 
● Provide leadership through its Board by encouraging fundraising efforts 

from the private, state, and federal sectors.  In this regard, the 
Commissioners and staff will offer their time and expertise to lobbying 
efforts as may be needed at the state and local level. 

 
● Give priority, within county, state, and federal laws and guidelines, to the 

issuance of permit and land use applications. 
 
● ______________ 
 
 
 
______________________ ______ 

Rita Bernhard, Commissioner 
 
 
_____________________________ 
Earl Fisher, Commissioner 
 
 
 
Tony Hyde, Commissioner 
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Neil Kelly Company 

Neil Kelly Company President and CEO Tom Kelly has served as co-convener of 

the Oregon Solutions process since the very beginning.  Tom Kelly has provided 

significant technical expertise about green building and advice and counsel to 

the team on fundraising, particularly in the Portland business community. 

In the next phase of the project: 

 ● Tom Kelly will continue to serve as co-convener of the Oregon  

  Solutions Team. 

 ● Tom Kelly will continue to serve as an ambassador for the   

  project in Portland and around the state. 

 ● Along with Senator Betsy Johnson, Tom Kelly will serve as co-chair 

  of the subcommittee on private philanthropy for the project. 
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Oregon Office of Emergency Management 

The Oregon Office of Emergency Management has participated fully in the 

Oregon Solutions process and has been represented by Dennis Sigrist and Phil 

Carpenter.  The Office of Emergency Management has provided technical 

expertise and administers FEMA’s Public Infrastructure Assistance and Hazard 

Mitigation Grant programs in Vernonia.  In the next phase of the project: 

 ● The Office of Emergency Management will continue to participate  

  on the Oregon Solutions Team. 

 ● The Office of Emergency Management will continue to provide  

  technical assistance in the most effective way to interface with  

  FEMA. 

 ● OEM will notify the Oregon Solutions team when they hear of  

  opportunities to leverage additional resources for the project. 

● OEM will continue to take the lead in advising the team on the  

 Public Infrastructure Assistance and Hazard Mitigation Grant 

 programs. 
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Portland Community College 

Portland Community College has participated fully in the Oregon Solutions 

process and has been represented by Kelly Marks.   PCC has an interest in seeing 

fully integrated educational opportunities in Vernonia, as for the rest of its 

service territory.  Kelly Marks has provided advice and support on the 

connection between K-12 and higher education.  In addition, she has participated 

actively in a subgroup of the team devoted to designing the new school 

buildings. 

In the next phase of the project: 

 ● Kelly Marks will continue to serve on the Oregon    

  Solutions Team. 

● Kelly Marks will continue to participate in the subgroup working 

on school design. 

● Portland Community College will continue to actively pursue 

partnerships with Vernonia School District for the benefit of both 

institutions. 

● Portland Community College will continue to support life-long 

learning opportunities in Vernonia and Columbia County. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 13 

Senator Jeff Merkley 
 

Since being sworn into office in January 2009, Senator Merkley has followed the 
Oregon Solutions project dedicated to rebuilding the schools in Vernonia in a 
safe and sustainable manner.  Senator Merkley’s staff has been briefed on the 
project and has advised members of the team about opportunities for Federal 
resources.   
 
In the next phase of the project, Senator Merkley will: 
 
 ●  Provide leadership for the project and will encourage all of the parties 
 to work together to achieve the Rebuild Vernonia vision.   
 
 ●   Dedicate staff time and resources to participate on the Oregon 
 Solutions team. 
 
 ●  Serve as an advocate for the Vernonia project with the Federal 
 government and with the public. 
 
 ●  Submit congressional funding requests as appropriate to benefit the   
 project and the citizens of Vernonia. 
 
 ●  Sponsor or support legislation as appropriate that benefits the project. 
 
 ●  Work with the team to help identify additional funding resources to 
 support the project. 
 
 
_____________________    _________________ 
Jeff Merkley      Date 
United States Senator 
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Vernonia Sentry 

Vernonia Sentry has participated fully in the Oregon Solutions process and has 

been represented by Gordon Smith.   Gordon Smith has provided advice and 

support to the team and has testified on behalf of the project several times.  In 

addition, Mr. Smith has participated actively in the siting subcommittee of the 

Oregon Solutions team. 

In the next phase of the project: 

 ● Gordon Smith will continue to serve on the Oregon    

  Solutions Team. 

 ● Gordon Smith will continue to serve as an ambassador for the  

  project in Vernonia and will bring community concerns to the full  

  team. 

 ● Gordon Smith will work with the team to develop sufficient   

  resources to complete the project. 

 

 

________________________   ________________________ 
Gordon Smith       Date 
Owner 
Vernonia Sentry 
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Winterbrook Planning  

 

When it became clear that one possible site for a school complex was located 

outside of the city’s current Urban Growth Boundary (UGB), staff from the City 

of Vernonia and from Oregon Solutions approached Greg Winterowd, a 

principal in the firm of Winterbrook Planning.  Greg provided technical 

assistance to city and Oregon Solutions staff about the details of an UGB 

boundary expansion under Oregon state law.  He also talked to DLCD staff and 

met with them to determine the best approach to a UGB expansion application. 

 

Winterbrook Planning agreed to complete the application to Columbia County 

for a UGB expansion amendment.  This application has been submitted to 

Columbia County and to the State Department of Land Conservation and 

Development.  The application was completed by Jesse Winterowd and Greg 

Winterowd at no cost to the city.   

 

The UGB amendment process includes hearings before the city planning 

commission, the county planning commission, the Vernonia City Council, and 

the Columbia County Board of Commissioners.   

 

Winterbrook Planning commits to continue providing technical assistance to the 

city as the UGB application goes through the approval process.  The firm also 

commits to meeting with the city/county and staff from DLCD if that is 

necessary. 

 

Greg Winterowd 

___________________________ 

Greg Winterowd, Principal 

Winterbrook Planning 
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The Ford Family Foundation 

 

The Ford Family Foundation has provided active assistance and support to the 

citizens of Vernonia and the Oregon Solutions team since the flood of 2007.  At 

the time of the flood, the Ford Institute for Community Building was supporting 

a second leadership class in the community.  Following the flood, the Ford 

Institute hosted a facilitated dialogue in the community to allow community 

members to express both their grief and their hopes for the community.  Board 

members and senior staff also came to Vernonia on a listening mission to learn 

about the needs of the community.  Subsequently, The Ford Family Foundation 

gave a $75,000 grant to Vernonia School District to assist with rebuilding the gym 

so that the community would have a place to gather and students could continue 

to participate in athletics and physical education while the school system is 

rebuilt. 

In the next phase of the project: 

 ● Ford Family Foundation will continue to look for opportunities to  

  support the community’s and the Oregon Solutions team’s efforts. 

● At the appropriate time The Ford Family Foundation will convene 

a group of philanthropic funders to learn more about the project. 

● Ford Family Foundation will support the Oregon Solutions process 

with a community assistance grant in the amount of $10,000. 
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