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INTRODUCTION

This document is intended to provide a background on regulatory aspects of drilling, using and
disposing of fluids from low-temperature geothermal resources for direct use (non-electric
applications) in the state of Oregon.  All of the information contained here was found in publications
of the Oregon Water Resources Department (WRD) and the Oregon Department of Environmental
Quality (DEQ).  Both of these agencies have extensive publications and web sites covering their
jurisdiction and the permitting requirements of various activities.  This document attempts to
summarize only those aspects unique to geothermal development.  In general, these two agencies
regulate and/or issue permits for water well construction, water rights, injection well construction and
surface disposal of fluids.   

Geothermal fluids in the state of Oregon are defined and regulated as water if they are produced from
a well with a bottom hole temperature of less than 250oF.  In excess of 250oF, it is considered a
mineral resource and additional regulation under the jurisdiction of the Department of Geology and
Mineral Industries applies.  In the lower temperature range typical of direct-use projects, the
regulatory framework is essentially the same as that for conventional water wells and water use with
the exception of some special well construction guidelines published by WRD. Water rights are
required for all low-temperature geothermal uses except downhole heat exchanger applications,
domestic uses of less than 15,000 gal/day and commercial/industrial uses of less than 5000 gal/day.
The WRD typically is the primary agency for production well construction, permitting and water
rights issues.  The DEQ is the primary agency for disposal of water in either surface or injection well
applications.  Regulation of the use of low-temperature geothermal fluids is, with the exception of
a local ordinance in the city of Klamath Falls, entirely handled by state agencies.

The regulatory setting in Oregon is one in which injection is the preferred method of fluid disposal.
Although not required, injection is encouraged by awarding inferior water right status to projects that
surface dispose, through the establishment of “rule authorized” status for low-temperature injection
wells under the DEQ Underground Injection Control (UIC) program and through the WRD’s
recognition of standard (injection) and non-standard (surface) methods of disposal.

In the course of the development of a project, the generally required activities would consist of the
following:


