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Any guide and model document provided by the LOC is intended to be used as a starting point in 
an individual city’s development of its own policies and documents.  Each city is unique, and 
any adopted document or policy should be individually tailored to meet a city’s unique needs. 

This guide is not intended as a substitute for legal advice.  Cities should consult with their city 
attorney to ensure that it complies with all flag-related aspects of federal, state and local law. 
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Introduction 
The image of a flag flying over a government building is common.  Typically, government 
entities—including cities—will fly the national and state flag on their buildings.  The flying of 
some flags is even mandated by law.  This guide will cover the following: (1) how and when city 
flags should be flown; (2) when other non-governmental flags should be flown; and (3) how to 
dispose of older flags. 

The Display of Governmental Flags 
The rules and regulations impacting the display of governmental flags varies between federal and 
state law. 

Federal Flag Regulations 
Federal law does not mandate the display of the United States flag.  However, should a city 
choose to display the flag, it should follow the federal flag display guidelines.  The United States 
flag should only be displayed from sunrise to sunset unless it is properly illuminated during the 
hours of darkness.1  The flag should be displayed on or near the main building of public 
institutions and should be hoisted briskly and lowered ceremoniously and should not be 
displayed on days where the weather is inclement unless an all-weather flag is displayed.2 When 
the United States flag is flown on the same halyard as another state or city flag, the United States 
flag shall be at the peak.3 For further details on the display of the United States flag, a copy of 
Guidelines for Display of the Flag issued by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs is provided 
for easy reference at the end of this guide. 

State Flag Regulations 
Unlike the federal requirements, the state of Oregon requires two types of flags in addition to the 
American flag to be displayed.  All public institutions must display the United States flag, the 
Oregon state flag, and the National League of Families POW/MIA flag.4  Both state and 
POW/MIA flags must be displayed during the same time when the United States flag is 
customarily displayed.5  In addition to the display of governmental flags, state statute provides 
that necessary funds to defray the expenses incurred for such flags and for poles and appliances 
necessary in connection therewith and for the care thereof shall be paid out of the funds available 
for the care and maintenance of the public building.6 

 
1 4 USCA § 6 (West). 
2 4 USCA §§ 4, 6 (West). 
3 4 USCA § 7 (West). 
4 ORS 186.110. 
5 Id. 
6 ORS 186.120. 
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City Flag Regulations 
The rules and regulations around the display of city flags is unique to each individual city.  To 
promote consistency, cities may choose to implement a city flag display policy via resolution 
passed by the city council.  A sample city flag resolution is provided at the end of this guide. 

Flag Etiquette 
There are federal and state guidelines as to when certain flags must be flown at half-staff, which 
is done during periods of mourning.  For example, flags are to be flown at half-staff on all 
federal buildings during Memorial Day or when the President orders flags to be flown at half-
staff.  Similarly, the Oregon governor has similar authority to order when flags should be flown 
at half-staff within the state.  Cities may also order flags to be flown at half-staff.  Once a flag is 
worn out or otherwise unfit for display, it should be destroyed in a dignified manner, preferably 
by burning. 

The Display of Non-Governmental Flags 
When a city or other government entity chooses to fly a flag on city property, this is considered 
government speech.7  Unlike the public’s First Amendment right to freedom of speech, the 
government is not required to display any and everything that is requested by members of the 
public.  Rather, the city may choose to fly the non-governmental flags and commemorative flags 
of its choosing.  It is recommended that the city council develop a policy regarding the types of 
flags the city will fly whether by request of a member of the public, city staff, or the council 
itself.  Cities have broad discretion on the extent of its non-governmental flag policy.  A city may 
choose to ban the flying of non-governmental flag outright, allow certain flags upon request, or 
allow all flags.  If a city chooses to fly certain flags upon request of the public, it is important 
that the city reviews the requests in a non-discriminatory manner.  Examples of various flag 
policies from select cities are included at the end of this guide. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7  See, for example, Shurtleff v. City of Boston, 986 F3d 78 (1st Cir 2021) (holding the city’s display of third-party 
flags on the city hall flagpole constitutes government speech and decision to deny Christian organization’s 
application to display Christian flag on city flagpole did not implicate free speech rights). 
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U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs Flag Guidelines 
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MODEL RESOLUTION REGARDING THE DISPLAY OF  
FLAGS ON CITY PROPERTY 

 
CITY OF [Insert name of city], OREGON [Insert name of city], CITY COUNCIL 

RESOLUTION NUMBER: [Insert appropriate number] RESOLUTION OF 
THE [Insert name of city] CITY COUNCIL GOVERNING THE DISPLAY OF FLAGS ON 
CITY PROPERTY. 

 
WHEREAS, the city council desires to establish clear guidelines regarding the display of all 
flags flown on city-owned or city-maintained properties; and 
 
WHEREAS, in adopting this resolution, the city council declares that flagpoles owned or 
maintained by the City of [Insert name of city] are not intended to serve as a forum for free 
expression by the public, but rather as a non-public forum for the display of any governmental 
and non-governmental flag authorized by the City Council either required by law or as an 
expression of the City Council’s official government speech. 
 
NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the [Insert name of city] City Council that: 
 

SECTION 1: Flags shall be displayed in accordance with Federal and State statutes and 
regulations, including but not limited to, United States Code, Title 4, Chapter 1 and ORS 
186.110 and 186.120. 
 
SECTION 2 City Flag.   The City of [Insert name of city] flag shall fly at half-staff if either the 
United States or Oregon flag is at half-staff.  The mayor may order the City of [Insert city 
name] flag to fly at half-staff at the death of a current or former Council Member, current City 
staff member, or a historically significant member of the community. 
 
SECTION 3 Commemorative Flag.  

1. As an expression of the City’s official government speech, the City Council may 
authorize the display of a commemorative flag to fly at city-owned or city-maintained 
properties. 

2. The City Council shall only consider a request to display a commemorative flag if the 
request is made by a member of the City Council.  Requests to fly a commemorative 
flag by members of the public will not be considered. 

3. The decision to approve or deny a request to display a commemorative flag shall be 
made at a publicly noticed council meeting. 

4. Commemorative flags shall be displayed for a period of time that is reasonable or 
customary for the subject that is to be commemorated. 

5. Commemorative flags must be either purchased by the City or temporarily donated for 
the City’s use and must be clean, without holes and tears and be made of an all-weather 
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fabric.  Commemorative flags but be the same size or smaller than the United States 
and Oregon flags that are flown.   

6. If any other flag is flown at half-staff, the commemorative flag will also be flown at 
half-staff. 

7. A “commemorative flag” as defined in this Policy shall mean a flag that identifies with 
a specific historical event, cause, nation or group of people that the City Council choses 
to honor or commemorate consistent with the City’s mission and priorities. The 
following are not allowed as Commemorative Flags and will not be considered by the 
City Council: 

a. Flags of a particular religious movement or creed to avoid the appearance of 
City government endorsing religion or a particular religious movement or creed; 

b. Flags of a political party to avoid the appearance of City government endorsing 
a political party; and 

c. Flags advocating a certain outcome in an election. 
 
SECTION 4: This Resolution is effective immediately upon passage. 

 
 

PASSED: This [Insert date of passage]. 
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SAMPLE FLAG POLICY – SPOKANE, WA

https://static.spokanecity.org/documents/opendata/policies/admin-0325-18-03.pdf
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SAMPLE FLAG POLICY – SAN JOSE, CA 

 

https://www.sanjoseca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/19499/636685458724030000
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SAMPLE FLAG POLICY – SUNNYSIDE, WA

 

https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/Sunnyside/#!/Sunnyside01/Sunnyside0114.html
https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/Sunnyside/#!/Sunnyside01/Sunnyside0114.html
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