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MEMORANDUM 

 

To:    Mayor and Council 

From:    Eric B. Mitton / Deputy City Attorney 

Study Session Date: October 24, 2019 

Subject:   Severe Event Shelters 

 

COUNCIL DIRECTION 

Staff is providing information to the Mayor and Council about proposed code amendments 
regarding emergency shelters and the temporary shelter policy, and seeking direction for 
those potential code amendments and the policy. 

 

PRESENTATION OUTLINE 

• Presenter: Tanner Fairrington – Deputy Fire Marshal 

• Kyle Kearns – Planner II 

• Eric Mitton – Deputy City Attorney 

 

PREVIOUS STUDY SESSIONS AND G-3 MEETINGS ON THE TOPIC 

• On February 21, 2019, the Medford City Council directed staff to develop a report for 
the Council that described the process for (1) declaring an emergency and 
(2) establishing emergency shelters.  

• On March 21, 2019, under the City Manager and Staff Reports section during a regular 
meeting of the Medford City Council, staff provided a presentation on the potential for 
severe event shelters.  Council moved to direct staff to bring back recommendations 
regarding six items.  Since that meeting, the six points have been refined to the 
following: 

1. Direct City staff to develop a “Shelter Site Pre-Authorization Plan” to determine which 
sites in the community are willing and can provide emergency shelters ahead of any 
need and in a fashion that brings the city and providers together to address a shelter 
need. 
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2. Address Chapter 10 in the Medford Municipal Code by creating a mechanism for 
Emergency Shelters, in addition to temporary shelters, to fill the gap between 
temporary shelters and an official emergency declaration. 

3. Direct City staff to propose a rewrite of Chapter 12 in the Medford Municipal Code to 
align the emergency declaration process with current industry standards and build the 
flexibility needed for the City to safely execute operations during times of emergency. 

4. Direct City staff to adopt administrative policies/requirements that address the 
fire/life/building safety issues for both temporary shelters and severe event shelters. 

5. Consider the creation of a shelter response plan to provide information and 
procedures that the City and community partners can use to open and operate shelters 
for persons experiencing homelessness. 

6. Partnering with stakeholders to assist and enable the operations of shelters.  This 
included finding ways to identify their needs, address their concerns, and support their 
volunteer efforts to fulfill this need. 

The material to be discussed in this study session is responsive to items 1, 2, 4, and 6 from 
the above list.   

 

BACKGROUND 

Temporary shelters are a valuable asset in allowing community based organizations to 
provide shelter services to indigent populations without some of the practical and logistical 
issues of establishing a full-time dedicated shelter.  However, temporary shelters require a 
conditional use permit, and given the time frames and cost involved in the conditional use 
permit process, temporary shelters cannot be established on short notice in response to a 
severe weather event.  The proposed severe event shelters would allow community based 
organizations to establish a shelter during a declared severe event without requiring a 
conditional use permit.  The proposed code changes allowing for severe event shelters are 
intended to fill a gap between (1) temporary shelters and (2) an emergency declaration 
under Chapter 12 of the Medford Municipal Code. 

A number of other jurisdictions allow for severe event shelters, with varying criteria for 
opening those shelters.  A brief summary follows and is not intended to list every criteria 
used by each jurisdiction.  Ashland, Oregon opens “regular” shelters when temperatures 
are below 32 degrees Fahrenheit and “emergency” shelters when temperatures drop below 
20 degrees Fahrenheit and no regular shelter is offered.  Multnomah County opens severe 
event shelters when temperatures are forecast for 25 degrees Fahrenheit or below, or 
when forecasters predict an inch or more of snow.  Bend, Oregon opens severe event 
shelters when temperatures have fallen to 25 degrees Fahrenheit or less, and all other 
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shelters have reached capacity.  Kelso, Washington allows for severe event shelters when 
temperatures reach 32 degrees Fahrenheit or below for two or more days, or where snow 
accumulation is expected to exceed three inches in depth. 

The proposed City of Medford severe event shelter system relies in part on amendments to 
the Medford Land Development Code but also in significant part on a temporary shelter 
policy.  The current draft shelter policy document was created through the combined 
efforts of Fire, Planning, Building, Legal, City Manager’s Office, Jackson County Continuum 
of Care (CoC), Jackson County Homeless Task Force, and faith-based organizations.  Using a 
policy to address specifics (such as the temperatures that trigger the opening of severe 
event shelters) instead of the Medford Municipal Code allows for the policy to be revised 
rapidly in response to lessons learned, additional input from stakeholders, or unexpected 
developments. 

The temporary shelter policy contains applicable definitions and explains the process for 
obtaining approval for temporary shelters and severe event shelters.  It also sets out the 
criteria under which the Mayor or City Manager may (not shall) declare a severe event.  This 
allows, for example, the triggering temperatures to be adjusted without the substantial 
process required to amend the Land Development Code.  It also summarizes key Oregon 
Fire Code and other life-safety requirements applicable to such shelters.  Finally, it 
describes the procedural process related to severe event shelters, from preparation 
beforehand, through identification of a severe event, declaration of an event, monitoring, 
and declaring an end of the severe event.  Planning Commission reviewed the temporary 
shelter policy, in conjunction with the proposed Chapter 10 amendment, at the October 10, 
2019 Planning Commission hearing.  Upon the public hearing closing, Planning 
Commission recommended approval of DCA-19-00004, including the temporary shelter 
policy, with a vote of 5-1.  

Staff will also recommend the development of a Shelter Team.  This Team could include 
stakeholders from multiple City departments and multiple community stakeholders.  The 
Team would allow for policies to be further refined based upon lessons learned, best 
practices, and changing needs.  The Team would also provide input and support for 
providers who are implementing temporary shelters and severe event shelters. 

 
EXHIBITS 
Temporary Shelter Policy 
DCA-19-00004 Proposal 
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