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NEWS

Oakridge Airport getting upgrades as it helps train LCC 
drone pilots and adds drone technology to Oregon 
Department of Aviation firefighting efforts 

BY BENTLEY FREEMAN

Oakridge Airport, 40 miles east of Eugene, is home to 

drones in a big way.

Students in Lane Community College’s two-year drone 

program train there, and state aviation offi  cials say the 

rural facility will also soon be upgraded to become the 

drone fi refi ghting airport of the future. 

The LCC program, more formally called Aviation 

Unmanned Aircraft Systems, works with the Oakridge 

Airport to give its students on-the-job training as part of 

their instruction. And during wildfi re season, the Oakridge 

Airport is also part of fi refi ghting eff orts across the region, 

says the director of Oregon’s Department of Aviation. 

Now ODAV wants to add fi refi ghting drones to its 

emergency response system.

“It’s a dinky little airport,” says Kenji Sugahara, ODAV 

director, of the 3,565-foot runway with a paved width of 

50 feet. But it’s “critical for fi ghting fi res in the Cascade 

region.” 

Oakridge City Administrator James Cleavenger really 

likes the fi refi ghting drone plan. “The terrain here is so 

steep and inaccessible in a lot of areas that we can’t get 

people up there to deal with it,” he says of the forests 

around the town, “and we certainly can’t get fi re trucks 

in a lot of areas. But we could easily fl y drones up there.”

The drones will be dual purpose, Sugahara says.

“What we want to do is be able to, if there’s lightning 

strikes, send out drones for long distances and just take 

a look at the area where all the lightning strikes happen, 

so we can fi gure out whether traditional aviation assets 

need to be sent out to put that fi re out.”

During times of heavy fi refi ghting, the small airport 

can be packed with helicopters and other equipment, plus 

crews and other staff . Outside of wildfi re season, Cleav-

enger says “it’s a tight location so it’s not super popular. 

There’s a hangar there now with a couple of planes in it, 

but not a lot.”

Sugahara notes that the airport isn’t just used by 

wildfi re fi ghters or local pilots, but by Lane Community 

College aviation students as well.

LCC drone technology and unmanned aircraft systems 

instructor Solomon Singer says the Oakridge Airport is the 

perfect place for his students to get experience. “Drone 

pilots need to know airport operations. It’s actually a really 

critical component of the training,” he says. 

Singer says LCC off ers a two-year program that teaches 

students how to operate three diff erent kinds of drones, 

including a vertical takeoff  and landing drone, a small, 

fi xed-wing model to initially train students on the basics 

and a larger, “more capable” fi xed-wing drone that can 

fl y for over an hour.

“What’s really amazing is that all of these have auton-

omous capabilities and all this is industry standard sort 

of equipment that they get familiar with as they build 

these and maintain them,” Singer says. “They actually 

bring that type of technology right down to the two-year 

level. And so I like to say that we really have a four-year 

degree in two years.”

Enrollment is currently maxed out, Singer says. Seventy 

students are currently being trained to be the drone oper-

ators of an automated avionic future. 

Drones won’t just be needed for fi refi ghting, but for 

construction, infrastructure and powerline inspection as 

well. “Our graduates are just literally getting sucked up 

into the industry as fast as we can produce them,” he says.

“That's also sort of what Oakridge ties into, a little bit 

is we want to really start pushing our UAS [unmanned 

aircraft systems] program as, specifi cally to more of a 

public service as well as an education role,” Singer says.

With Oakridge Airport the training site for a future 

generation of drone pilots, Sugahara says the state applied 

for a $2 million grant from the U.S. Economic Development 

Administration to improve the airport’s infrastructure for 

communicating with aircraft. 

“The idea is to put the fi res out before they become a 

problem, right? So that's what we want to enable,” Suga-

hara says. “Utilizing long range drones to be able to do 

that, and to be able to do that, you need to be able to 

de-confl ict with traditional aircraft.”

The airport needs upgrades to its runway, Sugahara 

says. This year, the Oregon Department of Transporta-

tion, through its Connect Oregon initiative, awarded the 

aviation agency a $2 million grant to fi x cracks in the 

runway’s asphalt. Sugahara says ODAV will also contrib-

ute $1 million to the repairs. 

In total, Sugahara says ODAV will need $5 million to 

fi x the runway and upgrade the communications systems. 

“It pretty much needs to be redone,” he says. “It’s in 

really bad shape.”

To learn more about Lane Community College’s Unmanned Aviation 
Systems program, go to LaneCC.edu. 

NOT ‘A 

BAND-AID ON A 

BULLET WOUND’
Scorpion Creek Ranch 
champions the fight for 
homeless teens

BY SAMANTHA SOBEL

On a mission to provide homeless teens shelter, 

food and education, nonprofi t Scorpion Creek Ranch 

has been in development for the last two years, laying 

the groundwork for a unique model of tackling the 

crisis of teen homelessness.

“Instead of leaving the kids on the streets or giving 

them what I call a ‘band-aid on a bullet wound,’” says 

Katie Brown, Scorpion Creek Ranch founder, “we're 

going to be giving them a home like a safe bed every 

night, education, nourishment, guidance, security, 

safety and community.” 

Scorpion Creek Ranch hosts a Community Gath-

ering Jan. 23 at Springfi eld’s Wildish Theater. 

The event is designed to inspire and unify the 

community to take steps toward implementing a 

long-term solution for the unhoused youth in Lane 

County, according to its press release. Dedicated to 

serving teens ages 14 to 18 who have faced adversity 

and lack the necessary resources to fl ourish, the 

nonprofi t says it aims to break the generational cycle 

of disproportionate opportunity for youth through-

out the community. 

Eugene Mayor Kaarin Knudson and Springfi eld 

Mayor Sean VanGordon will speak at the event at the 

Wildish, presenting their perspectives on addressing 

teen homelessness and Scorpion Creek Ranch’s plan 

for the future. Following their presentations, a youth 

panel will moderate a discussion, off ering a glimpse 

into the challenging world of being a teen on the street. 

The goal is for the ranch to provide patients with 

a safe bed every night and access to project-based 

education. With assistance from trauma-informed 

care providers and general contractors, each patient 

will have the tools to build a new foundation to build 

their future brick by brick. Patients can stay on the 

ranch anywhere from six to 24 months to help them 

heal from deep-rooted trauma and gain a stable 

footing to move forward productively in their lives. 

According to Brown, once they graduate from the 

ranch, teens can stay in a transitional home in town, 

where they can reacclimate to society. 

Scorpion Creek Ranch’s Community Gathering is 5:30 pm to 
7:30 pm Thursday, Jan. 23, at Wildish Theater, 630 Main Street, 
Springfi eld. Tickets are $10 at ScorpionCreekRanch.org. 
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THE OAKRIDGE AIRPORT, 40 MILES EAST OF 

EUGENE, IS A TRAINING GROUND FOR LCC 
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