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Water Wells and Drought 

Background  
During drought, increased groundwater pumping coupled with reduced recharge can result in low water 

yields from wells. This handout provides information for well owners to prevent impacts to wells due to 

drought and options if a well’s output is reduced.  More information on some of these items is included 

in the Water Well Owner’s Handbook. 

Maintain Your Well. In some cases, reduced well outputs can be linked to maintenance, well 

construction, or pump issues. Wells and well components require periodic maintenance. Contact a 

licensed well driller or pump installer to ensure your well is maintained for proper functioning.  

Protect Your Pump. Installing an automatic low-flow shutoff switch, or a pump saver, will also protect 

your pump in the event that your well begins to fail to produce water during drought.  

Monitor Your Well’s Water Levels and Conserve Water. Watch for long-term changes in water depth 

and reduced water pressure, which can serve as a warning that your water supply may be in jeopardy.  

Aquifers are like a storage reservoir, and the amount of water in storage can decline over multiple years 

of drought or increased pumping.  If you use a well, it is important to conserve water and use it as 

efficiently as possible. 

What to do if your well stops working – “Dry Wells” 
Contact a licensed well driller or pump installer to assess the well. Depending on the aquifer, in many 

cases, the well has not permanently gone dry.  Issues often referred to as “dry wells” are often a 

reduction in the amount of water produced. In some cases, the well isn’t dry, but rather due to 

construction deficiencies or lack of maintenance, a well no longer produces because it has collapsed or 

is clogged.   

Contact a licensed well driller or pump installer to lower the well pump. Sometimes the well is not dry, 

but the water level has declined below the pump and the pump just needs to be lowered.  Aa pump 

installer can help determine if the well is deeper than where the pump is set and if lowering the pump 

will address the issue.  Note that pumps should not be set at the bottom of the well.  

Report a Dry Well – Report your dry well or significant reductions in well output to 

https://go.usa.gov/xFbW3.  Reporting your dry well also helps scientists and water managers better 

understand changes in groundwater supplies and how those changes may be impacting people that rely 

on those supplies. If you report your dry well, the Department may notify you of funding and other 

assistance, if the Department is made aware of any available for your area.    

Temporary Emergency Measure – Obtain water from a nearby well. It may be possible to obtain water 

from a neighbors’ well. To do this, you will need to confirm that the combined new and existing uses will 

not result in an exceedance of the water rights or water right exemptions under ORS 537.545. Consult 

the Water Well Handbook or your watermaster for more information on exemptions. This method 

should not be used to provide drinking water unless caution is taken to test water quality and disinfect 

all connections. Do not pour water from any source into your well as this can result in contamination.   

https://go.usa.gov/xFbW3
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Temporary Emergency Measure - Portable water tank and trucked water delivery. Water tanks can be 

purchased from local ranch and farm stores for installation adjacent to a residence.  Local well and 

pump supply companies can be an additional resource for water tanks and can assist with questions 

around installation. Water can be delivered by the landowner or by water trucking companies to fill a 

tank as needed, provided the water is obtained from a municipal supplier at an authorized fill station.  

This method should not be used for drinking water unless all precautions are taken for proper 

disinfection of tanks, hauling equipment and all connections.   

Deepen the existing well. In some cases, deepening your well may be an option, particularly if the well 

is shallow.  Wells that are damaged or do not have a straight casing may not be able to be deepened. 

Contact a licensed well constructor to see if the well can be properly deepened.  

Drill a new well. New wells must meet the Department’s well construction standards. Consult a licensed 

well constructor to determine the location of the well to ensure it meets Department setback 

requirements from septics and other potential contaminants. Hire a licensed well constructor to 

perform the work. If your use of groundwater is pursuant to a water right and not an exemption under 

ORS 537.545, you may need to apply and obtain authorization from the Department for a water right 

transfer (a change in the point of appropriation) before using groundwater from the new well may begin 

under your water right.  

Protect Groundwater – Abandon unused wells. If a well is no longer in use, it is important to have it 

properly abandoned by a licensed well constructor. Properly abandoning unused wells protects the 

groundwater from contamination for future uses.  

Additional Information and Resources 

• Find a Licensed Well Constructor: https://go.usa.gov/xGMCX  

• Find licensed contractors to work on water pumps or electrical: http://search.ccb.state.or.us 

and https://go.usa.gov/x6QCW  

o Type “pump” or “water” in the search bar to find contractors with those words in the name. 

• Oregon Water Resources Department – Well construction standards, well logs, well inspections, 

and well constructor licensing. Processes water right transactions.  

o Well Construction and Compliance: https://go.usa.gov/xGMCV     Phone: 503-302-8618  

o Well Inspector Contact Information: https://go.usa.gov/xGMCv  

o Water Resources Department Well Owners Handbook: https://go.usa.gov/xGMCw  

Spanish: https://go.usa.gov/x6mNN 

o Water Right Information: https://go.usa.gov/x6QaE       Phone: 503-986-0900 

• Oregon Health Authority - Information on water well testing and potential water contaminants.  

o Domestic Well Safety Program Webpage: https://go.usa.gov/xGMCG   Phone: 971-673-0440  

o Tips for Testing Water: https://go.usa.gov/xGMCP  

o List of Accredited Labs for Water Testing: https://go.usa.gov/xGMCE  

https://go.usa.gov/xGMCX
http://search.ccb.state.or.us/
https://go.usa.gov/x6QCW
https://go.usa.gov/xGMCV
https://go.usa.gov/xGMCv
https://go.usa.gov/xGMCw
https://go.usa.gov/x6mNN
https://go.usa.gov/x6QaE
https://go.usa.gov/xGMCG
https://go.usa.gov/xGMCP
https://go.usa.gov/xGMCE
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Financial Assistance – Potential Funding Assistance 

Resource availability under these programs may vary over time. For general drought assistance, see the 

Federal Financial Assistance Programs handout.  

• Oregon Water Resources Department: The Oregon Legislature approved House Bill 2145, which 

establishes a funding program for well abandonments and household water well repairs or 

replacements.  Authorization for this program does not go into effect until 2022.  Submit a Dry 

Well Report Form to be notified when funding is available.  Contact: Bryn Hudson, 

bryn.hudson@oregon.gov / (503) 302-7584 

• US Department of Agriculture Rural Development Single Family Housing Repair Loans & 

Grants: https://go.usa.gov/x6QaV - Loans to low income homeowners of up to $40,000 to repair 

or improve homes, including private water wells. Grants up to $10,000 to low income seniors 

(age 62 or older) to remove health and safety hazards. Contact: Brett Dixon, 

bret.dixon@usda.gov / (541) 801-2681 

• Farm Service Agency Emergency Conservation Program: https://go.usa.gov/xFrmB - This 

program provides emergency funding and technical assistance to farmers and ranchers which 

may in some cases include replacing a well. Contact: Sarah Hanlon, sarah.hanlon@usda.gov / 

(503) 404-1116 

• Rural Community Assistance Corporation: May offer low interest Household Water Well System 

Loans (www.rcac.org/lending/household-water-well-loans/) up to $18,000 to construct, 

refurbish, or replace individual water well systems. Contact: Deborah Almazan, 

dalmazan@rcac.org / (725) 221-0474
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