Section 2

Community Profile

This section provides information on the characteristics of Wheeler County, in terms of demographic, economic, and development trends as well as geography and environment, housing and transportation. Many of these community characteristics can affect how natural hazards impact communities, and can affect how communities choose to plan for natural hazard mitigation. Considering these characteristics during the planning process can assist in identifying appropriate measures for natural hazard mitigation. 

Geography and Climate

Wheeler County is located in Central Oregon and has a land mass of 1,656 square miles and a population of 1,600.
There is only one major river in Wheeler County which is the John Day River and several creeks.
Wheeler County lies along the northern part of the Ochoco Mountain Range and is entirely in Climate Division 7 (South Central Oregon) as established by the National Climatic Data Center. The Climate Division 7 is characterized by high desert prairie, with a number of mountain ranges and isolated peaks. It is primarily livestock country including cattle, swine, sheep dairy herds and horses. A large portion of the land is under irrigation. Crops in Climate Division 7 include potatoes, alfalfa, and hay to name a few.

Most of the low precipitation amounts received in Wheeler County is during the winter months with a secondary amounts occurring in late spring and summer. July through September are the driest months with isolated thunderstorms. In Fossil the county seat, the annual precipitation averages 15 inches. In Mitchell at the southern end of the county, the average annual precipitation is 11 inches. The annual snowfall amounts average 15 inches in Fossil and 18 inches in Mitchell. The summer months are generally quite warm. The warmest months are July and August with the average temperatures ranging from 69 to 86 degrees with an extreme maximum of 107. On the other end of the spectrum the coldest months are generally January and February with the average temperatures ranging from 24 to 47 degrees with the extreme minimum of -27 degrees.

 Wheeler County is known for being rugged and uneven, with terrain varying widely from sagebrush, juniper and rim rock to stands of pine, tamarack and fir. Portions of two national forests are within Wheeler counties boundaries with forest lands covering nearly one third of the county. The area is known as one of the most outstanding depositories of prehistoric fossils on the North American continent.

All of the soils in Wheeler County are what is known as Mollisols except for one exception in the far southeast corner of Wheeler County, where there are some Andisols. Mollisols are soils formed mainly in association with grassland vegetation and have relatively thick, dark surface horizons, rich in organic matter under which are subsoils which are either weakly developed or enriched in clay or carbonates. Andisols develop in materials of volcanic origin. The andisols in Wheeler County are formed in a blanket of white ash mainly from the eruption of Mount Mazama.



Population and Demographics

The impact in terms of loss and the ability to recover vary among population groups following a disaster. Historically, 80% of the disaster burden falls on the public. Of this number, a disproportionate burden is placed upon special needs groups, particularly minorities and the poor.

The population of Wheeler County is 1,547 and it has an average of one person per one square mile. While the state of Oregon as a whole has grown 4% from 2,000 to 2006, this area has declined by 6.6% for the same time period. There are 3 incorporated communities in Wheeler County, Fossil, Spray and Mitchell.

The ethnic background of Wheeler County is:


Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander – 0.1%


Asian – 0.3%


Two or more races – 1.9%


Other – 3.5%


Hispanic or Latino – 5.1%


Caucasian – 93.3%

Over 50% of Wheeler County is male and 22.7 % of the population is under 18. The unemployment rate is averaging between 11% and 15% and 12.7% of Wheeler County families are below the federal poverty levels. Those with related children under age 18 the poverty rate is 22.7% and with related children under age 5 the rate 28.8%.

Wheeler County combined with Gilliam and Sherman counties have the largest number of uninsured children in the State at 18%. Babies born to mothers with a high school education is 67%. Children who live in a household where at least one parent works is 91%.

There is a lack of comprehensive medical care in Wheeler County. There is no hospital. The nearest hospitals from Fossil are The Dalles and Madras; from Spray John Day and Prineville and from Mitchell it would be Prineville. There is a fulltime medical clinic in Fossil, staffed by a Physician Assistant. Morrow County Behavioral Health provides limited mental health services and there is no dental service. There is a public health department.

The split of females to males in Wheeler County is almost exactly the same with the males with a slight edge of 50.5% to females at 49.5%. The median age is 48.1 years. A breakout of age shows 75.7% of the population is under age 62 and 27.8% are over 62.

Out of the total population of 1,547 individuals between the ages of 5 and 20 there are 8 who have a disability out of 320; in individuals between the ages of 21 and 64 there are 152 who have a disability out of 804 people; and in individuals 65 and older there are 122 out of 356.
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Employment and Economics

Wheeler County has an economy based around agriculture, cattle and tourism. In the past timber was the largest economic source. This is not the case any longer with the reduction of logging. The biggest draw for tourism used to be the fossils, hunting, fishing and activities on the John Day River. With the closure of private lands to hunting, with the exception of high end prices for “fee for hunting” by some land owners, hunting and some of the locations for fishing have gone by the wayside. 
There are approximately 1,550 people residing in Wheeler County, with 662 of those 16 years old or older in the labor force. Of those 662 workers, 597 are involved in non-agriculture, forestry, hunting or fishing occupations. The per capita median personal annual income is $15,884. The family median income is $28,750. Of the 662 workers in the labor force 608 commute to work. Private wage and salary workers make up the largest class of worker with 327. Government workers make up the next largest with 137 and self-employed workers in their own non-incorporated business are third with 130. The leading industry is education, health and social services and the leading occupational category is management, professional and related occupations.

Wheeler County continues to run an unemployment rate of between 11% and 15%. The entire county is listed as a severely distressed county by the Oregon Economic and Community Development Department. Children who live in poverty in Wheeler County are in the 22% bracket. Wheeler County is one of three counties having the largest population of uninsured children.

1. 
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Housing Wheeler County
Housing development types and year-built dates are important factors in mitigation planning. Certain housing types tend to be less disaster resistant and warrant special attention: mobile homes, for example, are generally more prone to wind and water damage than standard stick-built homes. Generally the older the home is, the greater the risk of damage from natural disasters. This is because stricter building codes have been developed following improved scientific understanding of plate tectonics and earthquake risk. For example, structures built after the late 1960s in the Northwest and California use earthquake resistant designs and construction techniques. In addition, FEMA began assisting communities with floodplain mapping during the 1970s, and communities developed ordinances that required homes in the floodplain to be elevated to one foot above Base Flood Elevation. Housing characteristics for Wheeler County are provided in the tables below. 

There are a total of 842 housing units in Wheeler County of which 651 are one unit detached housing. There are 162 manufactured home units in the county. The rest of the housing units are either 1 unit attached, 2 units or 3 to 4 units attached. There are 15 miscellaneous housing units which include boats, RV’s or vans.

The majority of occupied housing units heat with wood, followed by fuel oil or kerosene, followed by electricity.

The value of the majority of owner occupied units run between $50,000 and $99,999 with the number being 113; the next highest value is under $50,000 with there being 78 units. The median value is $66,300.


Land and Development

In Fossil in recent years a Recreational Vehicle (RV) site was developed next to the Fairgrounds. Presently work is being completed on an industrial site at the northwest end of Fossil. An educational center (Paleo Project) has been started and is being housed in the Fossil Grade School until an institute can be built. No land and development projects either residential or commercial have been completed or started recently in Spray or Mitchell. In 2002 there were only two residential building permits issued in Wheeler County.

There are 498 rural addresses in Wheeler County of which 498 are residential. There are 1,041developed tax lots and 1,473 undeveloped tax lots in Wheeler County.

1. 
2. 
Transportation and Commuting Patterns

Wheeler County has four main arterial roads. Hwy 19 which connects Fossil and Spray to John Day in Grant County; OR-207 which connects Fossil and Spray to Mitchell; U.S. Hwy 26 which connects Mitchell to Prineville in Crook County; and OR-218 which connects Fossil to Hwy 97 and on to Madras, Redmond and Bend.

Winter storms, debris flows, falling rocks and flooding are some of the causes of these roads being impassable.

There are 79 workers involved with the transportation industry, as well as moving materials and individuals.

The mode of transportation for county residents is private vehicles with the exception of special transportation vehicles to take the elderly and disabled to other cities for shopping and medical appointments.

There is a commercial transportation company which contracts with area schools to provide transportation to students and for charter services. There is no rail, bus air or other passenger transportation in Wheeler County. There are private air fields on properties, but no state or municipal airports.

There are a total of 54 State Highway bridges and 6 Wheeler County owned bridges in the county. These bridges have not been seismically retrofitted, which causes a significant risk to commuters.

1. 
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Critical Facilities and Infrastructure

Critical facilities are those that support government and first responders’ ability to take action in an emergency. They are a top priority in any comprehensive hazard mitigation plan. Individual communities should inventory their critical facilities to include locally designated shelters and other essential assets, such as fire stations, and water and waste treatment facilities. 

There are three incorporated cities in Wheeler County, Fossil, Spray and Mitchell. Each of these communities have their own fire and rescue stations and volunteer ambulance service. There is a medical clinic located in Fossil and a Red Cross Trailer stationed at Fossil. There are two rural fire stations, one in Twickenham and Wheeler Point in Winlock. There is one law enforcement agency located in Wheeler County, in Fossil. It is the Wheeler County Sheriffs Office. There are three school districts plus the North Central Education Service District. There are two bridges in Wheeler County which provide access to the other half of the county. If they were destroyed it would strand half of the county from the other. There is also a long range radar site which is critical to the northwest, located in the mountains of Wheeler County and a communication center located on Rancheria Mountain.

There are thirteen dams located on private property.

Other infrastructure items are different for each community:

1.) Fossil –ambulance service, clinic and Air Life coverage; CenturyTel and AT&T telephone service; cable television; two local internet providers; water source is ground water surface water and spring and well water; age of system dates to 1896. Fossil has a wastewater treatment system which was built in 1995; there is no natural gas provider; electricity is provided by Columbia Basin Electric Coop; there is no air, rail, freight, passenger or bus service.

2.) Spray – ambulance service and Air Life coverage; CenturyTel and AT& T telephone service; two internet providers; no cable television; water source is ground water and was established in 1997; have a septic system and in the process of trying to establish a wastewater system; there is no natural gas provider; the electricity is provided by Columbia Power Cooperative; there is no air, freight, passenger service.

3.) Mitchell – ambulance service and Air Life coverage; CenturyTel and AT&T telephone service; one internet service provider; no cable television; water source is ground water and springs and the system was established in 1986; wastewater system is a septic system; there is no natural gas provider; electricity is provided by Columbia Power Co-op Association; there is no air, rail, freight, passenger service.




Historic and Cultural Resources

Historic and cultural resources such as historic structures and landmarks can help to define a community and may also be sources of tourism dollars. Because of their role in defining and supporting the community, protecting these resources from the impact of disasters is important. 

Wheeler County was formed by the Oregon Legislature in 1899 from parts of Grant, Gilliam and Crook counties and was named for Henry H. Wheeler, who operated the first mail stage line from The Dalles to Canyon City. The current Wheeler County Courthouse was built in 1900. The county is widely known for having one of the most outstanding depositories of prehistoric fossils in North America.

Points of interest include Richmond and the Painted Hills in the Mitchell area, the future Oregon Paleo Learning Institute and fossil beds in Fossil, the John Day River including fishing and rafting; and the John Day Fossil Beds National Monument.

Wheeler County has one building listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The house is the Thomas Benton Hoover House in Fossil. There are three museums in Wheeler County. The Fossil Museum and the Pine Creek School House Museum from the Clarno area. Both of these buildings are located in Fossil. The other museum is located in Spray.

Fossil has one of the few six hole golf courses in the country. It is a public course which is U.S.G.A. rated and is located 10 miles from Fossil near the old lumber mill site of Kinzua.  
1. 
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� OSU- Oregon Climate Service


� OSU- Oregon Climate Service


� OSU- Oregon Climate Service


� The Atlas of Oregon


� Center for population research and census, Portland State University


� Center for population research and census, Portland State University


� U.S. Census Bureau


� Status of Oregon’s Children County Data Book


� U.S. Census Bureau


� U.S.Census Bureau


� Oregon Economic & Community Development; U.S. Census Bureau


� Oregon Economic & Community Development; U.S. Census Bureau; Children First for Oregon


� U.S. Census Bureau


� U.S. Census Bureau


� U.S. Census Bureau


� Local Data; Oregon Economic and Community Development Department


� Local Data


� U.S. Census Bureau


� Local Data


� State Resources


� State Resources; Wheeler County Steering Committee


� State Resources


� State resources; Wheeler County Steering Committee; Oregon Economic and Community Development


� State resources; Wheeler County Steering Committee; Oregon Economic and Community Development


� State resources; Wheeler County Steering Committee; Oregon Economic and Community Development


� Oregon Blue Book


� Oregon Blue Book; Local data


� The National Register Information System of Historical Places
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