
 

 

History of the Pursuit of a New Circuit Court Facility 
2008 to Present 

 
 

The new Circuit Court facility to be constructed by October 2015 is a long 
awaited and much needed facility.  It seems appropriate to provide a recap of the 
journey leading to this notable achievement and the selection of a site.   

 
In 2008 the Union County Court Facilities located in the old St. Joseph hospital 

building were ranked as worst in the state (48th of 48) in a study of court facilities 
commissioned by the State and performed by Hennebery Eddy Architects.  In August, 
2008, at the request of then Chief Justice Paul DeMuniz, Union County formed a Court 
Facility Task Force.   

 
That task force, co-chaired by Judge Russell West and retired Judge Warner 

Wasley, met over a period of two years to review space needs, potential locations, 
costs, and funding opportunities for a new facility.  The committee considered the needs 
of the Circuit Court, county juvenile department, community corrections, District 
Attorney’s office, Sheriff’s office, county jail, La Grande Police Department, and 911 
dispatch.  The committee reviewed numerous site locations narrowing possibilities to 
three, two of which were not on the county campus.  A $30,000 grant funded the review 
of the three selected sites and the preparation of a Court Facilities Master Plan by 
Chang-Ming Yeh, a Facility Planner from the National Center for State Courts.      

 
The finance sub-committee of the task force searched for grant opportunities and 

submitted two federal appropriations requests.  The first appropriation request 
submitted in February 2009 requested $14,872,000 which would have funded a full 
Justice Center which would have housed Circuit Court, DA, juvenile, parole & probation, 
Sheriff, La Grande police department, 911, and jail.  No funding was approved.  The 
next request submitted in February 2010 was for $5,116,297 and would have also 
utilized $1,781,000 in Recovery Zone Facility Bonds.  The funding would have allowed 
for construction of a third floor on the current law enforcement facility and would have 
housed only Circuit Court.  No funding was approved. 

 
In November 2010, the task force concluded their work after having made the 

recommendation for construction of a third floor on the existing law enforcement facility 
to house only Circuit Court.  The on-campus location was chosen because of the 
proximity to related services, lower overall project cost, and lower ongoing operating 
costs.  At the time the recommendation was made, the task force co-chairs urged the 
Board of Commissioners to continue to pursue a new facility for Circuit Court. 

 
In 2012, the county funded feasibility studies to determine if the proposed 

addition of a third floor to the existing law enforcement building was cost effective.  The 
studies estimated the cost of the third floor addition at $6.1 million due to the need to 
upgrade much of the existing infrastructure. 

 



 

 

Because the county was unable to fund a $6.1 million expenditure and there was 
still a need and a strong push from the local Circuit Court Judges for a new facility along 
with an indication from the Oregon Judicial Department that they would advocate for 
state funding assistance, in late 2012, Union County submitted a request for funding in 
the amount of $2 million to the Oregon Judicial Department.  That funding was 
proposed to contribute toward a $3,069,910 project which would include a new two-
story building to be located within the current county campus.  This was a substitute 
alternative identified by the National Center for State Courts project team in the 
November 20, 2009 Court Facilities Master Plan.  The county pledged to provide 
$750,000 in cash with the remainder in land and in-kind services toward the project. 

 
After much effort and lobbying $2,000,000 was allocated to Union County by the 

2013 Oregon Legislature through House Bill 5016 for the Court Facility project.  This 
was a landmark action by the Legislature who had never before assisted a county with 
construction of a Circuit Court facility.  In January 2014 a contract was signed with the 
Oregon Judicial Department for the $2,000,000.  The contract requires construction of a 
13,000 square foot facility to house only state courts.  The county must sign a contract 
with a contractor by October 1, 2014 and the facility must be constructed by October 1, 
2015. 

 
The county has secured the $750,000 needed as cash match for the project 

through Full Faith and Credit Obligations issued on December 23, 2013. 
 
 Following execution of the agreement with the Oregon Judicial Department, the 

Circuit Court judges and staff informed the county of their preference for a one-story 
facility.  They indicated that workflow efficiencies and public service would be 
maximized with a one-story facility.  They also expressed concern about the very lean 
budget and indicated the funds that would be required for two elevators could be better 
spent. (estimated at $90,000 each for a total of $180,000).  In addition to the 
construction cost of $180,000, elevator maintenance is estimated at over $1 million over 
the 50 year life expectancy of a building.   

 
With this in mind, the Commissioners began evaluating potential on-campus sites 

that would accommodate a one-story 13,000 square foot building.  In doing so it was 
necessary to consider the City of La Grande development standards, proximity to the 
current law enforcement building to recognize efficiencies in handling of jail inmates, 
and the contract deadlines of October 1, 2014 for a construction contract and October 1, 
2015 for project completion.   

 
The development standard posing a challenge for the project is the off-street 

parking requirement.  Currently, the county campus includes 125 off-street parking 
spaces.  In order to meet the development standard for the existing facilities and the 
new facility, it would be necessary to provide 182 off-street parking spaces.  Staff 
explored options of meeting this standard since approval of a variance seemed unlikely 
because the county would not meet the variance criteria since the shortage would be 
self-imposed.  City of La Grande staff suggested vacation of “K” Street between 5th and 



 

 

6th Streets which would increase the off-street parking by 28 spaces.  Additional parking 
spaces will be developed by conversion of existing grassy areas north and south of the 
Joseph Annex building. 

 
Several on-campus sites were evaluated and eliminated.  They were as follows: 
 
Site the new building east and north of the Joseph Annex.  The lawn area is only 

60’ x 109’ but would need to be 60’ x 217’ for a 13,000 square foot building.  The option 
would eliminate 32 new parking spaces, would not provide linkage to the jail, and may 
prevent the ability to vacate “K” street. 

 
Site the building in the current location of the Joseph Annex.  This would require 

demolition of the existing two-story concrete building which would include asbestos 
removal.  It would also require relocation of the county’s computer system.  Some 
current off-street parking would be lost because the building footprint would be larger.  
There would be no direct linkage to the jail, and the historical building would be lost. 

 
Site the building between the Shelter from the Storm and the Law Enforcement 

Building.  The building would have to be long and narrow, 60 x 217; 40 parking spaces 
would be lost, significant bank sloping limitations; and finally aesthetically unattractive 
because buildings would be crammed together. 

 
After consideration and elimination of the previous options, the site remaining is 

the footprint of the Shelter from the Storm building.  This allows for a single-story facility, 
is the cheapest alternative, maximizes parking opportunities, maximizes traffic 
circulation, and provides connection to the law enforcement annex.  Unfortunately this 
option does require that the county-owned building which houses the Shelter from the 
Storm be razed.  The facility was constructed in 1998 at a cost of $368,228 funded by a 
Community Development Block Grant awarded to Union County.  The grant stipulated 
that the facility must house the Shelter from the Storm program for a period of five 
years.  The Shelter from the Storm has been housed in the building rent-free for 15 
years.  

 
The Shelter From the Storm Services are vital to Union County and the decision 

to raze the building causing the relocation of the services was not made without careful 
consideration.  The county is committed to helping the Shelter find a new home so that 
services will continue.  The county offered the area in the Joseph building to be vacated 
by the Courts to the Shelter with free rent and free utilities.  An alternative location of a 
4,000 square foot home that could be converted to accommodate the Shelter services 
has been identified.  It is in direct proximity to the law enforcement facility and the 
Circuit Court facility.  It could be purchased by the Shelter providing them with a 
permanent home. 

 
Countless hours have been spent by elected officials, volunteers, and county 

staff in the pursuit of a new Circuit Court facility.  Options have been carefully 
considered and a thoughtful process used to make the siting decision.  If we work 



 

 

together cooperatively, the county citizens will have the benefit of a new Court facility 
and continue to receive the vital services of the Shelter From the Storm program. 

 
 


