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Agenda Item:  6a              Information 
 
Topic:   White River Falls Recreation Management  
 
Presented by:   Jerry Winegar  

 
 
Situation: Through Oregon Administrative Rule 736-010-0040-14—“The Director or designee 
may close park access to lakes, streams or waterfalls for kayaking, boating, diving, swimming or 
other water recreation activities when the park manager has determined the activity to be a 
danger to participants“—access to the waterfalls at White River Falls State Park is closed from 
the state park property surrounding the river. The waterway itself is technically open if you enter 
upstream of the park boundary. 
 
Waterfall Access Closure Background:  White River Falls has the highest rate of fatalities of 
any park in the Oregon State Parks system; all drowning related.  A 2002 – 2012 study calculated 
an average of 1.02 deaths per 100,000 visitors at White River Falls; the next highest park has a 
rate of 0.29 per 100,000.  Annual visitation at the park is 78,000.  Due to the frequency of 
fatalities at the park, risk to first responders and continued attraction of visitors to the waterfalls, 
local government has historically advocated that OPRD stop all visitor access (walking, 
climbing, swimming, kayaking, boating, etc.) to the waterfalls.  These agencies include Wasco 
County Commission, Wasco County Sheriff’s Office (WCSO) and South Wasco County 
Ambulance. 

• Sign and barriers (fence) were installed to promulgate the closure.  Chain link fence was 
installed pre-1991. First “No climbing or kayaking” signs installed in late 1990’s. 
 

• A risk assessment was conducted at the park in 2000.  Following two unrelated fatalities 
within one week in 2008, a new assessment was conducted.  Recommendations included 
some changes to safety sign language and a variety of water safety education outreach 
opportunities.  The assessment also looked at the historic hydro plant facility. 
 

• Following two related fatalities in 2012, WCSO called a meeting with OPRD.  As a 
result, a cooperative work group was formed to work on a stronger interpretive approach 
to education regarding the closure and to implement PFD requirement. 
 

• New signage was installed in July 2014: A “safety message ahead” sign for motor 
vehicles at the park entrance and a 4 ft. x 6 ft. “safety message” sign at the trailhead into 
the park proper and is posted when the park is in open season (April 1 – October 31). 
 

• For the 2014 season, WCSO and park staff plans to have at least one on-site water safety 
education event.  New park caretaker hosts have been recruited.  They reside on-site 
during the park open season.  Once trained, they will play a key role in conveying the 
safety and closure messages, as well as park staff during periodic visits.  
 
 



 
 

• None of the fatalities involved kayakers or other boaters. When limiting access to a 
natural feature in a remote, unstaffed park, however, it’s not practical or effective to close 
or open it solely to a select group. 

 
Recent inquiries from the kayak community regarding the potential to remove the closure, or 
create an exception (permit) process, have led to follow up with WCSO.  The WCSO strongly 
reaffirmed their stance on the closure and stated that there was certain to be similar support, from 
the other agencies involved previously, to maintain it as well.   
  
Prior Action by Commission: Approved rulemaking of Oregon Administrative Rule 736-010-
0040 on September 28, 2006. 
 
Action Requested: None.  Report is to provide OPRD Commission background on Waterfall 
Access Closure at White River Falls State Park.  
 
Prepared by: Chris Parkins, District Manager 
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