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them under conditional use 
permits in all zones. Data 
centers will remain out-
right allowed use but will, 
according to the new code, 
be subject to administrative 
site plan review.

Morrow County Prin-
cipal Planner Daisy Goebel 
told the commissioners at 
the Oct. 2 public hearing 
that the code amendment 
was intended to add clarity 
to the planning process and 
make sure the county code 
is consistent with state law. 

Most of the changes 
in the lengthy zoning or-
dinance seemed to reflect 
that, with changes made to 
promote consistency and 
make the permit approval 
process clearer and more 
objective. 

Permitting was sepa-
rated into three different 
categories that ranged from 
outright approval to admin-
istrative review to a condi-
tional use process. 

In some cases, subjec-
tive wording was removed 
to make decisions easier to 
make based on objective 
criteria.

Goebel admitted how-
ever, that the result was 
something of a middle 
ground that wouldn’t make 
anyone perfectly happy.

“What is a middle 
ground but a mine field,” 
she said.

That minefield became 
most obvious when staff 
addressed the proposed cat-
egory change for data cen-
ters. Goebel told the BOC 
that the Morrow County 
Planning Commission had 
recommended data centers 
be changed from outright 
allowed use to conditional 
use permits (CUPs) across 

the board. The recommen-
dation came from a unani-
mous vote at the commis-
sion’s August review of the 
ordinance.

“This would allow the 
data center use to be re-
viewed more holistically, 
because those conditional 
use criteria are more sub-
jective,” Goebel said of the 
change. 

The county commis-
sioners, however, ques-
tioned the rationale, perhaps 
even the motives, behind 
what seemed a last-minute 
change. 

“I really want to dig 
down and discover how 
this all came about, to pull 
that particular business type 
out of that zoning,” Morrow 
County Board of Commis-
sioners Chair David Sykes 
said.

Morrow County Plan-
ning Director Tamra Mab-
bott said the idea had been 
brought up at an initial work 
session a year ago, but that 
staff did not fully explore 
the option at the time. 

“We pursued the ad-
ministrative review route 
and tried to make the stan-
dards in the site plan review 
in alignment with what we 
felt was appropriate to ac-
commodate more intensive 
use,” added Goebel.

The planning commis-
sion chose to revisit the idea 
at its August review of the 
ordinance.

Part of the issue for the 
planning director seemed to 
be the intended use.

“A data center, by every 
measure, is an urban use,” 
said Mabbott. “And the 
places where we’re propos-
ing them, primarily, are in 
rural areas.”

She said they have sig-

nificantly more impact than, 
for instance, a 5,000-square-
foot manufacturing shop 
when it comes to water, 
sewer, electricity, roads and 
other infrastructure. 

Planning department 
attorney Dan Kearns said 
the urban/rural distinction 
arose during the early years 
of the Oregon Land Use 
program, but it’s difficult 
to fit today’s uses into that 
original construct.

“It’s far more subjec-
tive, and you kind of have 
to look at the basic nature 
of the use,” he said. “You 
know (data centers) are not 
rural because they don’t 
serve rural needs. 

“They’re inherently 
urban in their scale, their 
intensity and their lack of 
connection to rural resource 
uses.”

Sykes countered that 
industrial zones such as at 
the Port of Morrow are not 
rural, and the change in the 
ordinance would also make 
data centers in industrial 
zones subject to conditional 
use permits. 

Morrow County Com-
missioner Jeff Wenholz 
added that, while data cen-
ters would be omitted from 
outright allowed use on in-
dustrial lands, other plants 
that also needed planning 
goal exceptions would not 
be.

At the same time, Wen-
holz said that, by data cen-
ters, they seemed to mean 
“the one company we have 
right now,” referring to Am-
azon Web Services. Howev-
er, he noted that a smaller 
company could be a quarter 
the size of AWS with less 
impact but end up subject 
to the same standards. 

“It seems like a discon-

nect to me,” he said.
Kearns admitted he 

had the same conflict in his 
mind since the conversation 
did regard only data centers.

“I would recommend 
that, whatever zone it is, 
there can’t really be a dis-
pute that they’re allowed or 
not,” he said.

However, he said a con-
ditional use permit is for an 
allowed use. The condition-
al use permit is needed to 
examine what conditions 
are appropriate to mitigate 
the impacts of that use, 
since those can often be 
difficult to foresee. 

“They’re a case-by-
case evaluation of the use 
and what the impacts are 
so you can fashion condi-
tions,” he said.

“It wasn’t whether they 
should be allowed or not,” 
he added. “The zone, in my 
view, clearly allows them.”

One great impact Ke-
arns said he saw was on 
the local traffic and road 
usage, for instance, with 
intersection failures due to 
increased trips. He said that 
Oregon Dept. of Transpor-
tation (ODOT) has already 
projected the failure of one 
Morrow County intersec-
tion that will need to be 
reconfigured in order to 
function with “acceptable” 
delays. 

“You just need a pro-
cess to evaluate those im-
pacts,” he said.

He also said it is im-
portant to have a clear, 
open process set in place to 
prevent appeals years down 
the road.

Mabbott also said that 
the change to conditional 
use was also to clarify the 
code for the sake of devel-
opers, since there is usually 

much more involved in 
large developments than 
simply signing off on a 
permit. The designation of 
conditional use, she said, 
prepared those developers 
for the process.

Stacie Ekstrom, Ione 
representative on the Mor-
row County Planning Com-
mission, told the BOC she 
is not “anti-data center,” nor 
is the planning commission 
trying to harass anyone. 
Rather, she said her goal 
was to be clear and con-
cise, since the county has 
recently come under fire for 
not being transparent in its 
decision making. 

“As a commission, 
we’re trying to protect the 
public, the county, the de-
veloper on all of this,” she 
said. “It’s just making sure 
that everything is transpar-
ent.”

She said they didn’t 
focus on other industries 
because data centers were 
already separate in the 
county’s planning code. 
She said they also wanted to 
look to the future, since the 
traffic impacts of the data 
centers had been brought to 
the planning commission’s 
attention.

Boardman planning 
commissioner Mary Killion 
said the commission saw 
the need for more input on 
location and impact as more 
and more data centers went 
up in the county. 

“At the end of the day, 
people are going to come 
and talk to us about the de-
cisions we make and how it 
impacts them,” said Killion. 
“We just want to make sure 
the impacts are something 
we can all live with for a 
very long time.”

She also pointed out 

that the county doesn’t have 
enough history with data 
centers to know what the 
long-term impacts might 
be.

“We’re just winging it,” 
she said. 

Responding to Sykes’s 
implication that the change 
was a last-minute deci-
sion, Killion said it was 
something they had been 
considering throughout 
the process. They knew 
what they had didn’t satisfy 
them, she said, and they felt 
it was appropriate to make 
it clearer and more concise.

She also asked that the 
BOC respect the planning 
commission’s decision.

“We represent  the 
county. We represent the 
citizens. We get nothing 
out of this,” she said. “It 
isn’t for me that I make that 
decision.”

In the end, the separa-
tion of data centers from 
other industrial permits 
still seemed to be a stick-
ing point for the board 
of commissioners. After 
more than two hours, they 
determined that an admin-
istrative review should be 
necessary for data centers, 
but a conditional use permit 
should not.  

The BOC also approved 
changes to reflect wording 
requested by Amazon Web 
Services in a letter submit-
ted to the county.

The three county com-
missioners voted unani-
mously to approve the first 
reading of the proposed 
zoning code with the not-
ed changes. The changes 
will be brought back for a 
second reading of the ordi-
nance at a future meeting.
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