
9/12/2022

1

Special Districts

Frank Stratton, Executive Director
fstratton@sdao.com

Frank Stratton, Executive Director
fstratton@sdao.com

1

2



9/12/2022

2

SPECIAL DISTRICTS 
AREN’T DISNEYWORLD!!

“Although some types of special districts have value, most are 
superfluous, obscure, and burdensome.  They are means to escape 
citizen limitations on government power and should be brought 
under the control of regular voters and local governments again.”
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What Isn’t A Special District?

 Amusement Parks!
 Special Olympics
 School Districts
 Education Service Districts
 Community Colleges
 Cities
 Counties (Except County Service Districts)
 Public Utility Boards
 Electrical Cooperatives
 Urban Renewal Districts
 Local Improvement Districts

What Is A Special District?
 Independent Oregon local 
governments formed for a specific 
purpose – ORS 198

 Locally controlled by voters in their 
community
 Not controlled by cities or counties

o Except county service districts

 Locally elected board of directors
 Volunteer unpaid positions

 1,000+ located in every region of the 
state
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What Is A Special District?
 Services provided to nearly every 
Oregonian

 Subject to the same regulations as all 
other local governments
 Public meetings and records
 Public contracting
 Public budgeting process
 Ethics

 Property tax or fee supported 
 Powers and duties dictated by their 
enabling Oregon statute
 They can’t provide service outside of their 

legal authorization
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Fiscally 
Responsible
• Over 350 special districts operate 

on budgets less than $100,000
• Governed by Oregon local 

government budget law
• Subject to annual financial audits
• No State shared revenue
• Closest to the people they serve
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Volunteer 
Driven
• Over 350 special districts 

operate exclusively with 
volunteers

• Over 10,000 volunteers 
statewide

What Does The Public Think 
About Special Districts?
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What Does The Public Think 
About Special Districts?

Why Do Special Districts Exist?

 No Service Available

 City and/or County Can’t 
Afford the Service

 New Service Needs

 Pay Your Fair Share

 Regional Solutions
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No Services Available

• Only cities and special districts can provide 
most municipal services

• How do you get services if you live outside of 
an incorporated city?  

 Form a special district

• Example: Curry County only has three 
incorporated cities

Curry County 
Special 
Districts
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No Services Available

No Services Available

Source: Business Oregon – Economic Benefits of Oregon Public Ports – May 2014

Curry County Ports Property Taxes Jobs Impact

Local Economic 

Impact

Port of Brookings Harbor $252,950 816 $52,497,000

Port of Gold Beach $319,710 257 $32,188,000

Port of Port Orford $232,048 150 $9,557,000

Total $804,708 $1,223 $94,242,000
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City and/or County Can’t Afford the Service

City and/or County Can’t Afford the Service
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New Service 
Needs

• Formation of New Types 
of Districts for Meeting 
Community Needs

Paying Your 
Fair Share
 People who live outside of city 

boundaries often get free 
services for:
 Parks and recreation
 Libraries
 Fire protection

• Creating a larger special district 
boundary than the city ensures 
that everyone is paying their fair 
share
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Regional Solutions

 Consolidations and Mergers
 Larger Tax Assessed Area
 Reduced Overhead Cost
 Operational Efficiencies

Regional Solutions

 Community and Local Government 
Partnerships
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How Are Special Districts Formed?

• Dictated by ORS 198 and each type of 
district’s enabling statute

• Vast majority initiated by a petition of 
voters or landowners

• Some initiated by county commissioners

• Required economic feasibility statement 
and set boundaries

• If a district wants a property tax base it 
must go before the voters with the tax 
rate and the purpose of the district

How Are Special Districts Formed?

• If the district includes the boundaries of 
the city, the city must pass a resolution 
supporting the formation

• The county is the administrator of the 
process but it does not control the 
district after it is formed

• If the county refuses to accept the final 
petition for formation any citizen of the 
affected territory may bring action in 
circuit court
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What Is SDAO?

• 954 member special districts
• Private non‐profit public corporation
• Voluntary membership association
• No regulatory powers!
• 12 board members elected at the annual 

conference
• SDIS and PACE contract with SDAO for services
• 46 full‐time employees – most are insurance 

related
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SDAO Services
• Education and Training
• Legislative Advocacy
• Member Communications
• Research and Technical Assistance
• Resource Library
• Vendor Solutions Network
• SDAO Advisory Services, LLC 
• Consulting Services
• Internship Grant Program
• Scholarship and Grant Fund
• SDAO Academy
• Board Leadership Academy
• SDAO/OFDDA Fire District Directors Academy
• Grant Writing Assistance
• Streamline

What Is SDIS?

• Self‐insured trust formed by intergovernmental 
agreement

• 960 participating SDAO members
• Created during the 1980s liability insurance crisis
• Special standing under Oregon law
• Not an insurance company
• Owned by the participating members
• Seven appointed board members 
• Reinsurance purchased to protect against 

catastrophic loss
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SDIS Services

• Liability Coverage
 General and Auto Liability
 Directors and Officers

• Property Coverage
 Equipment breakdown
 Flood and Earthquake

• Crime Insurance
• Cyber Coverage
• Workers' Compensation Coverage
• Public Safety EAP

SDIS Services
• Employee Benefits

 Self‐Insured Health and Dental
 Life and Disability
 OFCA Partnership
 EAP

• Pre‐Loss Legal Assistance
• Safety Grants
• Criminal Background Checks
• Drug and Alcohol Testing
• Education and Training
• Loss Control Consultations
• Drone Inspections and Pilot Training
• Management/Board Consulting
• OR‐OSHA Defense
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What is NSDC
• National Special Districts Coalition

 Oregon
 California
 Colorado
 Utah
 Florida
 Wyoming
 South Carolina

• New organization – special districts have 
never had a national voice

• SDAO is one of the three founding members
• Jointly hired a national legislative advocacy 
firm 

• Weekly legislative updates
• Federal grant writing assistance
• Great potential for growth and strengthening 
special districts nationwide

Summary

• Self determination
• Locally controlled and accountable
• Fiscally conservative
• Meeting critical public service needs
• Mainly rural
• Transparency
• Volunteerism
• Closest to the people

River Road Park and Recreation District Community Event
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