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RENEWABLE ENERGY ADVISORY COUNCIL  
Notes from meeting on September 11, 2013 

 
Attending from the council: 
Juliet Johnson, Oregon Public Utility 
Commission  
Vijay Satyal, Oregon Department of Energy  
Dick Wanderscheid, Bonneville 
Environmental Foundation  
Tashiana Wangler, PacifiCorp 
Suzanne Leta-Liou, Atkins 
Craig Ernst, Oregon Solar Energy Industries 
Association 
 
Attending from Energy Trust: 
Betsy Kauffman 
Jed Jorgensen 
Thad Roth 
Gayle Roughton 

Dave Moldal 
Dave McClelland 
Chris Dearth  
Peter West 
Elaine Prause 
Lizzie Rubado 
Susan Badger-Jones  
Tara Crookshank  
 
Others attending: 
Bill Eddy, One Energy  
Les Perkins, Farmers Conservation Alliance 
Julie O’Shea, Farmers Conservation 
Alliance  
Theresa Gibney, Citizens Utility League

1. Welcome and introductions 
Betsy Kauffman called the meeting to order at 9:30 a.m. and reviewed the agenda. The minutes 
from the July meeting were approved. The agenda, notes and presented materials are available 
on Energy Trust’s website at www.energytrust.org/About/public: meetings/REACouncil.aspx. 
 
Betsy gave an update on staffing and introduced Gayle Roughton as the renewable team’s new 
operations analyst. Prior to joining the renewables team, Gayle worked in the Planning group as 
a data analyst and was recently hired to take on some of the reporting for the Solar and Other 
Renewables programs. She will also be completing process improvements and streamlining. 
Dave McClelland commented that they are very happy to have Gayle and that her position was 
designed to help the group put more focus on process improvement and data quality. 
 
Dave mentioned that Rob Del Mar has left Energy Trust and is now with the Oregon Department 
of Energy in a field position in Bend. Rob’s old position is now open and they are looking for 
someone with solar expertise and industry knowledge. This position is open until filled.  
  
2. Budget themes 
Staff presented on the themes and activities that will be reflected in the 2014 budget for the 
Solar and Other Renewables programs 
 
Thad Roth: In this presentation, the team will be covering the themes of our budget and what 
initiatives are going to be driving program activities in 2014. We will also cover what we see as 
the key opportunities and challenges. We’ll start with a quick update on what’s happened to 
date.  
 

At its July meeting, the board approved the merger of the Biopower program with the 
Other Renewables program into one program to be called Other Renewables. The name 
can create a little confusion. We had originally proposed the program name Custom but 
the board found the name could cause confusion and requested it be changed to Other 

http://www.energytrust.org/About/public-meetings/REACouncil.aspx
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Renewables. This means the sector is now comprised of two programs: Solar and Other 
Renewables.  

 
Juliet Johnson: Can you clarify what the categories and names are now?  
Thad: The first thing we want to do is create two program tracks, one that includes solar and 
one that includes all other technologies. The way we were operating before this change, 
particularly with competitive processes, meant that a specific Biopower budget would imply that 
those dollars would be spent on Biopower projects. But with the competitive processes we have 
implemented, we don’t know if those dollars will necessarily go toward biopower projects; it 
could go to hydro projects or one of the other technologies. This change is to better reflect the 
way we are operating. The board found the term “custom” to be somewhat confusing with the 
way we allocate incentives, since we have standard incentives and custom incentives. They 
requested a different name and were comfortable using Other Renewables.  
 
Craig Ernst: So you have two tracks, one is solar and the other is all of the others? 
Thad: Yes. 
 
Tashiana Wangler: In the Solar program, is that all solar or just standard? 
Thad: All solar.  
 
Thad: At the next council meeting, when we get into the actual budget numbers, you’ll see us 
start to use these terms.  
 
Lizzie Rubado: It is worth pointing out that this name change is internal facing only and has no 
effect on how we present to the public, other than in the budget presentations.  
 
Tashiana: Have you thought about the term “non-solar” programs? 
Thad: The board discussed this phrase, too, and felt it reflected, even if unintentionally, a 
negative perception of technologies not solar. We would be happy to take any other suggestions 
into consideration.  
 
Betsy: In terms of budgeting, you’ve seen three sets of numbers in the past. Now you will only 
see two sets of numbers, Solar and Other.  
 
Thad: We will continue to approach the market by technology.  
 
Craig: So biopower was so significant that it had its own category in the past but is no longer 
significant? 
Betsy: No, this is not an indication of significance. Our budgets have been reduced and we’ve 
started allocating money on a competitive process. Creating a separate biopower budget when 
we really are pooling money in these competitive processes was becoming too much additional 
work. Biopower is very significant. The program and budget merger is a reflection of the fact that 
we are pooling incentives.  
 
Betsy presented on the budget themes and current year progress for the Other Renewables 
program.  
 
Betsy: This is a high level summary of the year that is only project and project development 
assistance focused. There may be some changes as the year progresses. When we give you a 
final summary in January, it may look a little different than this.  
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There are currently two biopower projects under construction that we expect to complete 
before the end of the year and one that is delayed until next year. There will be a ribbon 
cutting in October for one of those projects.  
 
There is one hydropower project that was funded this year and 10 that have received 
project development assistance. The bulk of these are projects that received smaller 
amounts of project development assistance, below $40,000.  
 
There is one geothermal project that is under construction but is delayed until next year. 
There is one other that received project development assistance  
 
There were three small wind projects completed this year and one project under 
construction. Two projects have received project development assistance.  
 
The vast majority of project development assistance incentive dollars are given in small 
amounts, under $40,000 per project. Those really are a key part of our pipeline building 
and an important piece of our work.  
 
We had several competitive processes this year. We did an RFP in the first quarter, for 
which we received five applications. One project was funded while another turned down 
our offer. The other three were rejected.  
 
There is one RFP out now and it closes on the September 16. We also had an RFP for 
larger project development allocations. This was the first time an RFP was done for this. 
We are currently working with two projects to refine their proposals.  
 
We are still learning how to work with projects. One of the things we are learning is that 
we are starting to hear from people who weren’t on our radar. This may indicate that we 
need to provide more direction on how to work with us, if they aren’t familiar with our 
processes.  

 
Dick Wandersheid: So the three that were rejected, do you expect they will be revised and come 
back or were they not feasible? 
Betsy: I don’t expect to see one of them again unless there is a substantial change in qualifying 
facility prices. For the other two, I haven’t been in touch with them since the RFP. I think it’s 
possible but they were very large and our incentive wasn’t a huge part of their budget so I’m not 
sure they would find it useful to work with us.  
 
Thad: We need better terminology about how we disqualify a project. We continue to work with 
these projects to offer other services, such as project development assistance, to the extent that 
they are interested. We do have other tools to help even if they don’t make it through our RFP 
evaluation. The term “rejection” is probably technically accurate but we continue to make an 
effort to support these projects in other ways if we aren’t able to support with an incentive at this 
time.  
Betsy: It’s more of a “no for now”.  
  
Betsy: We are currently facing some challenges in the market. The fundamentals are difficult 
right now. QF rates are very low and there is uncertainty in the availability of federal incentives. I 
think the market is still adjusting to the loss of the Oregon Business Energy Tax Credit. It’s a 
challenging world for the big projects. Small wind also has its own challenges: There are not 
that many installers, and manufacturers are having difficulty building market share. We aren’t 
Oklahoma or North Dakota, in terms of wind resource. 
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Juliet: When you say the federal opportunities are uncertain, is that the Production Tax Credit? 
Betsy: In general we never know how long the tax credits are going to be extended, but yes I 
was referring to that.  
 
Betsy: This is one of the really important reasons we do project development assistance, to 
keep projects moving along so they are ready to take advantage of other funding opportunities 
when they become available.  
 
Betsy continued: In addition to the challenges I mentioned, there are some opportunities. 
Legislation has drastically improved the market for conduit hydro and our biopower work aligns 
well with the Governor’s 10-year energy plan. So that’s where we are at for the year to date, and 
next I’ll cover the budget themes, the kind of things that are going to be reflected in numbers 
next month. This is how we are approaching our work for the next year.  
 
Suzanne Leta-Liou: Can you first walk us through the primary types of project development 
assistance? 
Betsy: The main thing is feasibility studies. We provide a lot of assistance related to 
interconnection and as well as help with permitting.  
Jed Jorgenson: It’s really the whole development process. We try to help the project move 
through the whole thing. We ask, “What do you need to do to move this project forward?” Then 
we ask for a scope of work.  
 
Thad: As I recall one of your projects was successful in the competitive allocation of project 
development assistance; what was in the scope? 
Jed: It’s a public agency so I can speak to it a little bit. Deschutes Valley Water District is 
working on the Opal Springs Dam which is on the Crooked River. They are looking at raising the 
dam a few feet to increase production and help with fish passage. We’ve been working with 
them for a few years and they are at the stage of finishing permitting and other steps. If I’m 
remembering correctly, its mainly permitting and studies, working with agencies on a very 
specific wetland delineation, and we’ve previously helped with some of the design work and 
figuring out how to finance this project. It’s expensive and there are a lot of partners and we can 
help them figure out how to package the financing.  
 
Betsy: We require a scope of work, a budget, information on who’s going to be doing the work 
and a timeline showing when it’s going to be done. Then they pay for the whole thing and we 
reimburse them 50 percent or another amount if previously agreed upon.  
 
Betsy: The first budget theme is that our primary focus is building the pipeline. This means 
finding projects that are able to take advantage of project development assistance and to try to 
move them along. This is a critical piece of what we do. We do this through project development 
assistance funds in both small and large amount, but mostly small, under $40,000 per project. 
We provide assistance to developers so we can get projects later on that are able to apply for 
incentives. This includes a lot of outreach.  
 

The second theme is leveraging other incentives. When there are other opportunities 
and incentives out there for these projects, we want to use our dollars to work with them, 
because that may be the difference between a project that can complete or not 
complete. Sometimes there are water conservation dollars or Oregon Department of 
Energy dollars. We are also looking at projects that can use electricity on-site because 
they are offsetting retail prices rather than wholesale, which are significantly lower. A lot 
of biopower projects fall into that category. We are looking heavily for biopower projects 
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next year, because the economics for these projects can be much better than other 
technologies and the projects serve other purposes such as management of a waste 
stream. There will be a lot of outreach next year. It’s harder to make projects work than it 
was four years ago so we have to turn over more rocks to find more.  

 
Juliet: Using energy on-site for those projects, are they tied into the grid? 
Betsy: Yes. 
 
Thad: Also, there are some projects that exceed the net-metering rules and are partial 
requirements customers.   
 
Betsy: We will continue to offer project development assistance, both larger and smaller. We will 
likely be doing some developer education as well, sharing best practices regarding things like 
operations and maintenance for projects and applying for our incentives. We may potentially 
provide assistance on project planning. For a lot of developers, this is not their core business so 
there is a learning curve and we need to look at if we can assist in that.  
 
Juliet: In the past, we’ve talked about summarizing what you are learning. Are you explicitly 
doing that this year and planning on doing that next year? 
Thad: Yes, I think that will be part of this. As part of our OPUC performance measures, we’ll be 
providing that information to the OPUC. This is a learning year for us in terms of what we can 
expect for a mature development plan. It is a bit of a balancing act and we’ll have to take it in 
strides. We’ve seen sophisticated and less sophisticated proposals, and we’re going to look at 
supporting the sophisticated ones. But at the same time look at perhaps dividing the 
development process into smaller bits, to accommodate differing needs. This will be part of what 
we provide to the OPUC and board, what we’ve learned and how we plan to move ahead, 
during annual reporting next year.  
Juliet: I think that sounds great. If you could specifically say in your presentation to the OPUC 
what was learned about projects to be developed or that were developed, I think that would go a 
long way.  
 
Dave Mc. presented on the Solar program’s budget themes.  
 
Dave Mc.: For the purposes of this, we are going to be focusing on standard solar. For 2014, we 
don’t see that we have funds available for custom projects. 
 
Craig: What do you mean by standard? 
Dave Mc.: These are for projects receiving published standard incentive rates available on a 
first come, first served basis. 
 
Suzanne: Is that a strategic decision? Clearly if you shifted the non-solar funds differently, you 
could have some money for custom solar projects. What is the strategy there?  
Dave: This is reflection of the new OPUC benchmarks. We have four benchmarks and as I 
understand it, they are in ranked order. The first being project development assistance, then 
standard projects, then custom non-solar if there are free funds and fourth is custom solar. 
There could be an opportunity if we end up with additional free funds.  
Juliet: This is largely a function of the state mandated solar requirements. Utilities are already 
going after solar because they are state mandated so Energy Trust’s dollars are better spent 
elsewhere. 
Thad: We support a portfolio of projects. To do that, we have to create budgets that make sure 
we can support a range of technologies. This group and the board had reviewed an option of 
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doing just large solar projects because they are cheaper as opposed to many smaller projects 
and the decision was to support many technologies instead. 
Betsy: There is a value on the width of support.  
Thad: We want to have these services available to a wide variety of market opportunities. Not 
just utility-scale projects. 
Suzanne: So the challenge will be whether you can capture the same level of average 
megawatts, which we’ll just have to see.  
 
Dave Mc. presented a slide on the number of residential and commercial solar applications from 
2011 to Quarter 3 2013. 
 
Dave Mc.: Looking back at where we’ve been, there were a few factors driving growth. Halfway 
through 2011, third-party options came into the market for residential.  
 

You can see that in Quarter 2 and Quarter 3 in 2011 there was a huge jump in the 
number of residential projects. Third-party options really expand the base of customers 
that can take advantage of solar. There are several commercial factors that were really 
driving expansion in 2011. At the end of 2011 the 1603 grant expired, so the ability to 
take the federal Investment Tax Credit as a grant instead of a tax credit went away. 
There were also some recovery act projects that came at the end of 2011; in particular, 
low income and multifamily projects. This all caused a huge spike in Quarter 4 of 2011. 
This was tough timing as it was right after we had completed our forecast and budget. It 
meant that we started 2012 in a much worse position that we thought we were going to 
be, with a much smaller budget. We reacted to that by implementing a stepped down 
incentive. This had a big impact on the market. 2012 was a great year for installations 
and the biggest year yet in terms of capacity. It was a tough year for installers though, 
because we were stepping down incentives.  

 
When we hit 2013, our pipeline was the smallest it had been in six years. It was a slow 
start to the year in terms of installations and new reservations. Because we conserved in 
2012 and hit our budget right on, we have dollars to work with this year. We are in a 
better position this year and better next year. We’ve gone from reacting to a shortage to 
where we can actually support some growth and target stability. This year has been 
about rebuilding the pipeline and the growth we’ve seen has been much more 
manageable.  
 
In Quarter 2 of 2013, we reacted to no commercial solar projects in the pipeline by 
bumping up our incentives. In Quarter 1, there had been a net negative number of 
reservations but after the new incentives, there was 1.3 megawatts. This was a good 
response to those new incentives and put us back on track. 
 
In residential, we’ve seen steady growth. This year we’ve been able to keep things 
steady and in Quarter 3, we’ve got 1.1 MW of new reservations to date. This is the 
strongest quarter since Quarter 2 of 2012 and we just received our 5,000 home incentive 
application this week. We are working on identifying the customer and will look to 
publicize the milestone this fall.  

 
Craig: That’s for the history of the program? 
Dave Mc.: Yes.  
 
Dave Mc. continued. We are on track to meet the OPUC goal and exceed our conservative 
goal. We are also on track to commit 100 percent of the Pacific Power budget and 80 percent of 
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the Portland General Electric budget. This includes the $1,000,000 RFP for PGE custom 
projects; of which, only one project was approved that got about 30 percent of the available 
funds. We may consider another change to the PGE incentive or we may decide to hold back 
and let the growth happen naturally.  
 

There are many challenges in the market. Module costs, after falling dramatically from 
2009 to 2012, have stabilized or started to go back up. Not all of our contractors break 
out itemized costs on their applications, including the modules and their markup, but we 
can get a good sense from the ones that do. We don’t expect modules to be a major 
area of driving down costs.  
 
Also, direct purchase residential solar contractors are having trouble competing with the 
third-party option. It’s compelling to offer a zero down option to a customer and they 
haven’t found an offer that is as attractive. There is also insufficient activity to attract new 
players. It’s a small market for these third-party options. In California, there are eight or 
10 and we only have two.  
 
We are still hearing from customers that they are waiting around for the Business Energy 
Tax Credit replacement. We have the sense that even if customers are getting as good a 
deal as they were a few years ago, they think they are missing out on those higher 
incentives. 

 
Juliet: I wonder how customers are getting this information. I had a friend who mentioned they 
heard the utilities might change the rates. I wonder how he heard that and how others get this 
information. 
Dave Mc.: Partially there’s just been some bad press about solar. This doesn’t really impact our 
customers but it makes them nervous about solar. 
 
Dave Mc.: There are opportunities in the market as well. Prices have come down dramatically, 
about half the cost of a system in 2008. To me that means maybe you don’t need a 50 percent 
Business Energy Tax Credit anymore. We also see an opportunity for cost reduction in non-
hardware, soft cost and I’ll get into that in a minute.  
 

Our areas of focus for 2014 are our incentives and market transformation. We’re back to 
a point where we have a little bit of room for growth. We’re going to work on better 
forecasting, better long-term planning and to get those incentive levels right. We want to 
be better at reacting to the market. With the addition of Gayle to the team, we’re looking 
to be data driven and do some great forecasting.  
 
Our market transformation efforts are going to be around soft cost. We used a study 
produced by Lawrence Berkley National Laboratory1, that’s about a year or two old, not 
an exact reflection but a pretty good proxy. There are three categories of soft costs: 
permitting, inspection, and incentives (PII), labor and customer acquisition. PII is 24 
cents in U.S. vs. 3 cents in Germany. Germany’s building market is very different, they 
essentially don’t have inspections. They make this work by having 30 years of liability for 
architects and builders, which is something we can’t address. Labor is 59 cents in the 
U.S. vs. 23 cents in Germany. We aren’t able to drive down labor rates and we probably 
wouldn’t want to but the less hours you spend on a system and can move on to a next, 

                                                
1 LBNL, Seel, Barbose & Wiser. Why Are Residential PV Costs in Germany So Much Lower Than in the 
United States? 
 

http://emp.lbl.gov/sites/all/files/german-us-pv-price-ppt.pdf
http://emp.lbl.gov/sites/all/files/german-us-pv-price-ppt.pdf
http://emp.lbl.gov/sites/all/files/german-us-pv-price-ppt.pdf
http://emp.lbl.gov/sites/all/files/german-us-pv-price-ppt.pdf
http://emp.lbl.gov/sites/all/files/german-us-pv-price-ppt.pdf
http://emp.lbl.gov/sites/all/files/german-us-pv-price-ppt.pdf
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costs can decrease for the customer. Customer acquisition is 10 times in the U.S. what 
is it is Germany. So what can be trimmed?  
 
The ways we think we can help is marketing and customer outreach, and then once the 
customer has signed, what the process is like. To address these, we are going to 
continue to improve our processes. Gayle will be doing process mapping and looking for 
ways to streamline. We’re also looking for better ways to coordinate with the Oregon 
Department of Energy and other players. We’re looking to have the new hire be 
someone who can reach out to utilities and different jurisdictions, and build those 
relationships.  
 
I’d like to shift from a reactive quality management, as well. About 80 percent of site 
visits are passing. We still have 20 percent of projects that are failing first site 
verification. That’s a lot of time for call backs and having contractors go back and fix 
things. I’d like to shift to a proactive quality management approach. The energy 
efficiency sector has taken some great steps to be proactive in this area and I think we 
can learn from them. We are going to be working more heavily with contractors on the 
front end. Making sure our checklists are adding value rather than something that is 
taking more time. For customer acquisition, we’re also looking to do marketing support, 
and developing some toolkits that they can pick up. We want to have some of our own 
tools that do a better job of educating customers. We’ve had a calculator online for a 
number of years that gives an idea of incentives and it is starting to look a little outdated. 
We’d like to update the calculator; providing better ways to educate customers on the 
web, turn them into a lead and pass them to the contractor.  
 
We also need to do a better job of engaging our efficiency programs. We need to turn 
them into our solar sales force and improve our coordination with them.  

 
Suzanne: One of the challenges in engaging with Program Management Contractors is that they 
are not incentivized to sell solar. How are you going to address that? 
Dave Mc.: We are aware of this and are thinking about how we can address this. Our new 
customer relationship management system gives us a way to track those early customer 
engagements and may help for improving this.  
 
Vijay Satyal: What specifically are you trying to forecast? What are you looking for? 
Dave Mc.: I’d like to be looking at forecasting system cost. We have a lot of good data; it’s 
making sure we are doing a little more long-term planning. 
 
Bill Eddy: So it’s true there is not a budget for utility-scale solar? 
Dave Mc.: Our PGE incentives go up to a 500-kW system and I don’t see us going higher than 
that. 
 
Bill: The only way a larger project would get funded is with excess funds? 
Lizzie: Yes and that’s how it’s always been. 
Thad: In the last five years, we’ve had funding that we could carryover and had more funding 
available to the program, so it made those larger scale projects possible for us. Those carryover 
funds are almost spent so now we are living on our annual revenues, which is about $4 million 
versus $14 million in past years.  
 
Bill: Why don’t you let larger solar projects compete in the all resource solicitations? 
Thad: It gets back to portfolio. We are carving out funds for a variety of technologies. The way 
the budgeting process is established is that we carve out dollars available to a range of 
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technologies and we want to make sure we have dollars for a suite of technologies. They get 
first shot at the opportunity to do those projects. If those projects don’t materialize, then we are 
in a position to make those dollars available. In the past, with the cost of solar, they probably 
wouldn’t have competed that well.  
 
Bill: You are excluding the larger solar projects unless others fall apart but if you set up $2 
million for non-solar, I’m not going to apply and you would have missed the larger solar.  
Thad: But in that scenario, we did get other projects. 
Bill: But mine was better. 
Thad: We have a range of technologies we can support. The board has decided to support a 
range of technologies and this is how we want to support it. We are happy to engage if you have 
other thoughts.  
Peter West: We have a board approved strategic plan that directs staff to go after a range of 
technologies. The strategic plan is being revised next June and we encourage comments during 
that process. 
 
Tashiana: In the shift in 2014 to the two budgeting areas, does that change how the large solar 
is viewed, understanding it’s your last funding priority? Does that mean that it only competes for 
the standard solar dollars assuming those aren’t used or is it also going to be competing for 
unused custom dollars? 
Thad: The second option. If we have $1 million unused in the Other Renewables program, we 
would entertain the opportunity to do a larger solar project. The constraint on the budget 
availability has drawn this more into relief now than it has in the past.  
 
Tashiana: The change in the budget buckets doesn’t change the way you are looking at funding 
larger solar? 
Thad: That is correct.  
 
Thad: We’ll be back to talk about this all again, with numbers. We are in the process of 
determining if we will have carryover dollars and we’ll give you a better sense of this all next 
time. 
 
Betsy covered the budget schedule and the opportunities for input.  
 
Betsy: Energy Trust is committed to an open and transparent budget process and we invite 
input. We will present draft budget numbers in October at the next Renewable Energy Advisory 
Council meeting. In early November, the board will see a draft budget. A final budget 
presentation will be brought to the Renewable Energy Advisory Council in late November and 
the board will review and approve the final budget in December.  
 
Suzanne: The October 23 Renewable Energy Advisory Council meeting is right in the middle of 
Solar Power International, you might want to change the date. 
Betsy: We’ll see if that’s possible  
 
Betsy: The full budget and action plan will be posted online for public comment a week before 
the November 6 board meeting. The OPUC will have a public hearing in late November and 
public comments are due November 27 and should be submitted through the email address 
info@energytrust.org. Any comments we receive will be considered and all comments are 
shared in summary form along with the project and draft action plan to the board.  
 

mailto:info@energytrust.org
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Peter: Any comments would be most helpful during the October 23 draft presentation of the 
budget, and within the two weeks following, as that gives us the most time to make larger 
changes if needed.  
 
3. Farmer’s Conservation Alliance research on the benefits of hydro for irrigation 

districts 
Les Perkins from the Farmers Conservation Alliance, FCA, presented the results of research on 
the benefits to the local watershed and irrigation districts in Hood River County resulting from 
the installation of hydropower projects. The research was co-funded by Energy Trust and 
Bonneville Environmental Foundation. Jed introduced Les. 
 
Jed: Les is from Farmers Conservation Alliance in Hood River. It holds the license to the 
“farmer’s screen,” a fish screen developed by Farmer’s Irrigation District. The alliance has been 
working to spread the use of this technology and has also worked to help irrigators and irrigation 
districts move forward with hydro projects. In December 2012, they asked to take a look at Hood 
River as a watershed to explore the costs and benefits that irrigation hydro brings. Hood River 
basin is a good model of Oregon in a lot of ways. The goal was to create a tool for other 
irrigation districts that are thinking about hydropower projects and also something to be able to 
show to policymakers about why these projects are important. The study was completed this 
summer and Les is here to talk about it.  
 
Les: Thank you for having us and for funding the study. I’ll be covering this on a high level but 
there is a lot of information in the report, which can be found on the Energy Trust website at 
www.energytrust.org/library/case-studies/CS_Hydro_FCA_2013.pdf.  
 

At FCA we get to meet a lot of irrigation district folks and hear their stories and how they 
view conservation and restoration. Having a decade of experience in the Hood River 
basin and working closely and getting involved there, it’s clear that it’s different in that 
there is a lot of collaboration between irrigators and the natural resource agencies. Other 
basins can be very disjointed. Why is Hood River different? As I learned the history it 
came apparent that hydro had a lot to do with that. From my perspective this story 
needed be told to differentiate hydro projects located within existing water delivery 
systems form other types of hydropower projects.  
 
The Hood River basin is small and agriculture is a huge portion of the economy. It is 
dominated by three irrigation districts. Two have had hydro systems for 30 years. The 
basin also has the highest concentration of threatened and endangered fish species in 
the State of Oregon. Irrigated agriculture started in the 1830s and irrigation diversions 
were established. The basin is a tough place to transport water from one place to the 
other due to topography and soil types. Most diversions were established around 1900.  
 
The three major economic components of the Hood River basin are agriculture, logging 
and salmon. These three components are really a recipe for conflict but this conflict is 
very low compared to other basins. 
 
I’ll give some information on Farmer’s Irrigation District now. It serves farmland on the 
west side of the basin and into the City of Hood River. Historically, it established 
diversions on the Hood River and its main tributaries. It developed a complex system of 
flumes and open canals, which lost a lot of water and were prone to flooding. By the late 
1970s they knew they needed to make some changes, but there was no way they could 
fund them. So they started to think about how they could finance things and hydro 
became the primary opportunity. In 1985 they constructed two plants with a combined 

http://energytrust.org/library/case-studies/CS_Hydro_FCA_2013.pdf
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capacity of 4.85 MW. They borrowed $12 million to do this, built the plants and then 
realized they didn’t have the correct water rights.  

 
Dave Moldal: Is the basin over-allocated and are there in-stream water rights?  
Les: Yes, there are in-stream allocations but irrigation rights supersede them. However, there 
are agreements in place now and the irrigation districts curtail their use during dry periods and 
put their farmers on rotations. The basin is cooperative and makes sure that the water doesn’t 
run dry.  
Dave Mo.: On paper is it over-allocated? 
Les: Yes. 
 
Les: Jerry Bryan became the new Manager of Farmers Irrigation District and found to get the 
water rights they needed to screen all their diversions and needed to be open and honest with 
the regulatory agencies. They implemented these changes and made some headway into 
improving system efficiencies through pipe installation and improvements. In the 1990s, the 
district adopted the first Water Management and Conservation Plan and also wrote a 
Sustainability Vision document.  

 
Over the 30 years, the hydro revenues have enabled capital investments of $45 million. 
Reinvesting in the system allowed the district to improve so much that by the end of 
2015, all canals will be piped. Energy Trust helped with some of the piping projects. 
Today, the system delivers 13,000 acre feet less while meeting the needs of customers. 
The district has also provided micro-sprinklers to growers, which use as much as 1/10 
the water as conventional sprinklers and provide adequate water. The district also 
invented and patented a fish screen, which is unusual for an irrigation district. Farmer’s 
Irrigation District is regarded as one of the most progressive irrigation districts in the 
county, this and the improvements are largely due to hydro.  
 
Middle Fork Irrigation District serves the upper Hood River valley and its diversions are 
in the national forest. They started conservation much earlier than Farmers and installed 
the first pressurized main line in 1948. They had a conservation statement in the 1940s, 
which was unusual at the time. In 1986, they built three hydroelectric powerhouses. The 
Middle Fork hydro system is set up differently and more efficiently than Farmers due to 
the topography in the service territory, which allows for a lot more fall. The powerhouses 
are set up in sequence, which allows them to generate power as they deliver water. This 
is different than Farmer’s Irrigation District, which can only generate power or deliver 
water, not do both at the same time.  
 
A lot of Middle Fork’s work is in managing sediment. All the water is white from July to 
late September, due to glacial sediment. They’ve done a lot of diversion rebuilds and a 
lot of studies and plans on sediment management as well as piping and re-piping. Their 
cumulative capital investments are close to $40 million. All of their pipes are fully 
enclosed. They’ve also eliminated end spills. This effort has saved about 30 percent of 
the water that used to be diverted. They also eliminated water transfers between 
streams, installed two horizontal fish screens and removed  eight fish passage barriers. 
Middle Fork has become one of the most efficient irrigation districts in the country.  
 
East Fork, the third irrigation district in the Hood River basin, doesn’t have hydropower. 
The district was established around the same time and serves more acres than the other 
two. They still have 60 miles of open canals. They recently did a piping project where 
they piped four miles, which cost them $2.4 million a mile. It would cost $42 million to 
pipe all canals and without hydro, the likelihood of getting this done is almost zero. East 
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Fork diverts 37,300 acre feet of water per year. This is almost three times the amount of 
water that the other two districts divert and they serve less land than the other two 
combined.  
 
At the end of the study, we looked at all the possible negatives of hydropower. The only 
negative that is truly attributable to hydropower is reduced winter time flows. All other 
issues would exist whether there was a hydro system or not and could even be worse 
without hydro. The benefits for the whole basin over a 30-year period include an 
increased collaborative environment. There is not a lot of contention. Hydropower is a 
big piece of this as it brings complexity and cooperation. It also keeps agriculture 
resilient. Between the two districts with hydropower, there is production of enough power 
to supply 4,120 homes each year or nearly half the population of Hood River County.  
 
We reached a few conclusions. There is work to be done as far as how conduit hydro is 
perceived and there are some barriers to implementation. One major barrier is that 
irrigation districts don’t have the ability or desire to take on something more. It’s scary. 
There needs to be some level of help early on in the process, especially regarding 
operations and maintenance. Farmer’s Irrigation District and East Fork had a decade-
long learning curve.  
 
There also needs to be some give and take on winter water diversions. Right now, you 
will always be opposed if you try to get winter water rights. When we asked why, we 
found the tribes were only concerned about a specific period of time from late November 
through the end of December for steelhead. Maybe there is a way to curtail diversion 
during this time, but we need to have the conversation. Without winter flows it is very 
hard to make these hydro projects pencil out.  

 
Chris Dearth: What prevents an agreement about timing in winter water flows? 
Les: Being willing to have the conversation in the first place. To discuss hydro is to automatically 
bring in anger and we need to get past that to discuss what it can really mean. We recognize 
that irrigated agriculture is not going away. We have to put infrastructure in the ground to make 
agriculture more efficient and we can do that with hydro and help the watershed at the same 
time. But it’s a tough conversation to start. Hydro can be a bad word.  
 
Suzanne: We’ve talked about permitting issues before here at the Renewable Energy Advisory 
Council. It’s nice to see a study that hones in on the broader benefits of hydro and I think it’s a 
very useful advocacy tool.  
 
Julie O’Shea: One thing that adds to the elegance of this is that the laws restrict irrigation 
districts on what they can spend their money on. Through hydro, they can generate a ton of 
money and can only spend it on their system, water restoration and restoration of the habitat. 
The ones with hydro are able to do a whole lot more work.  
 
Betsy: Why did East Fork make the decision to not do hydro? 
Les: I’ve approached them and there’s great opportunity there. The main issue is fear of 
complexity, of adding a lot more work. It takes everything they’ve got to manage 60 miles of 
open canals. We’re trying to help them move forward but they’ve been told flat out they won’t 
get a winter water right. 
 
Chris: Have you explored a regional solutions project through the Governor’s office? 
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Les: The district has to get further down the road first; they have other projects happening now. 
They are moving in that direction and we’ll keep moving that conversation forward. It could be at 
a certain point soon. 
 
Jed: What this illustrates is that the long-term plan has to be part of the sale. The plan could be 
10, 15, 20, even 30 years. Having this to show what can be done over 30 years can help a lot of 
districts. This helps the advocacy community and shows the whole suite of things that have 
been able to move forward.  
 
Julie:  It is also a great illustration of how the narrative is changing. It used to be farmers versus 
fish and farmers versus.agency but now hydro is good for farmers, fish and everyone. But we 
had to talk. This was so interesting to talk through this with people who may have that old 
narrative and show people how hydro has saved fish rather than damage them.  
 
Jed thanked Les for his presentation.  
 
4. Public comment 
No public comment. 
 
5. Meeting adjournment 
Betsy thanked the council members for their participation and adjourned the meeting at 11:33 
a.m. The next full council meeting is October 23, 2013. 
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