A2 East Oregonian

NORTHWEST

Saturday, June 4, 2022

OTEC to build solar farm in La Grande

By ANDREW CUTLER
The Observer

LA GRANDE — Oregon
Trail Electric Cooperative’s
already mostly carbon-free
power supply is about to get
a little greener.

The Baker City-based
cooperative will begin work
this fall on a 500-panel
community solar project near
the cooperative’s Gekeler
Lane substation outside La
Grande. Construction on the
project is expected to take
just one month to complete
and put into service, accord-
ing to the cooperative, which
serves about 23,000 custom-
ers in four Eastern Oregon
counties.

“Our highest priority is
to serve our membership so
we put together this project,”
Charlie Tracy, the coopera-
tive’s director of engineer-
ing, said. “It’s on property
here in Union County. It’s
in La Grande. So we’re
excited about it. That’s also
the district where we’ve seen
the most interest, so we’re
excited to be able to have it be
local and have a member be
able to drive by the place that
they know that their power is
coming from.”

This is the utility’s first
solar project.

“You can’t really say
you’re an expert in solar
farms until you build one,

right? So a big part of it is to
gain expertise and become
experts in the changing
landscape,” Tracy said. “In
another year, we’ll really
know quite a lotabout itand I
feel like we do now, but this is
part of that learning process.”

Oregon Trail members
will have the option of help-
ing finance the project by
buying subscriptions. When
the solar project begins
generating clean energy,
members will start receiving
a credit on their utility bill for
their portion of the electricity
generated.

“We meter it just like we
would a house or a load, and
then we divide the output, so
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Joseph Hathaway/Oregon Trail Electric Cooperative
This field along U.S. Highway 30 outside La Grande will be home to Oregon Trail Electric Cooperative’s 500-panel community
solar project. The project is slated to be built and operational this fall.

For more information on the Oregon Trail Electric Cooperative’s
solar farm, visit the cooperative’s website at otec.coop.

the energy that’s generated
within a given month, we
divide it up into portions,”
Tracy said. “Those portions
are sold to a member as a
subscription. So essentially,
they pre-purchase the output
of the array and that output
is then applied to their bill to
subtract off, essentially, their
usage.”

Subscriptions, which are
on a first-come, first-served
basis, will cost $250 per share

and are available to anyone
living or doing business in
the OTEC service territory,
which includes Baker, Union,
Grant and Harney counties.
“We broke it up into what
we think are affordable, small
portions because that’s one of
the things we’ve heard from
members is roof-top solar has
an extremely high upfront
cost,” Tracy said. “What
the community solar project
brings to people is the ability

to buy into it at smaller incre-
ments — $250 per portion.”

The 500 panels will gener-
ate approximately 200 kilo-
watts of electricity that will
be distributed along OTEC’s
system.

“We’re hoping that if
shares sell quickly that we
can expand it,” Tracy said.
“Ultimately, we’d like to have
one in each of our service
territories.”

The subscription will be
good for 20 years and can
be moved around within the
cooperative’s service terri-
tory or can be gifted to some-
one.

“Let’s say you move out
of territory, you can gift it

to your friend, neighbor or
kids,” Joseph Hathaway, the
cooperative’s communica-
tions manager, said. “That
share will still continue up
until 20 years.”

Tracy said members
will see no increase in their
monthly bill to pay for the
cost of the solar farm, the
costs are covered by the
members who purchase
subscriptions.

More than 94% of the
power Oregon Trail Electric
Cooperative receives from
Bonneville Power Adminis-
tration is carbon-free, with
about 85% of it being from
hydroelectric.

“We’ve got a phenome-
nal, enviable power supply, as
good or better than anywhere
in the world in terms of its
low environmental impact
and climate change carbon
impact,” Tracy said. “So we
feel really good about that
and really positive about
it. But beyond that, we’re
working on this project to
supply an even more local
and even more renewable
power supply that a lot of our
members have asked for.”

Hathaway said the solar
project came from some of
the surveying the coopera-
tive has done over the years.

“I think the last survey we
saw, it was around 20% said
that they would like to have
that solar option,” he said.
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Saturday, May 28 on the Marble Creek Pass
road about 9 miles west of Baker City.
The fire happened a little before 8 a.m.
Baker County Sheriff Travis Ash, who
responded to the 911 call from the Jeep’s
owner, Pat Thomas, said Thomas was alone
in the vehicle.

Creek, about a mile before the road leading to
the picnic area.

Flames had melted the hood latch, Ash said.

The cause of the fire isn’t known, he said.

Thomas called 911 at 7:54 a.m., according
to the Baker County Dispatch Center.

Ash said that when he arrived the Jeep was
“fully engulfed” in flames, and it wasn’t possi-
ble to douse the fire with a handheld extin-
guisher.

Sean Lee, chief of the Baker Rural Fire

%% Ash said Thqma§, wh_o was planning to

< go for a mountain bike ride, noticed smoke 3

1952, coming from the engine compartment of the Coddste s niante e :

1o’ early 1990s vehicle. Baker County Sheriff's Office/Contributed Photo
144 Thomas parked in a turnout beside Marble A fire that started in the engine compartment

destroyed a Jeep Cherokee along Marble
Creek Pass road on May 28, 2022. The driver,
who was alone in the vehicle, was not hurt.

able to control the fire, Ash said.

Ash said it was fortunate that the fire
happened now, after a period of cool, rainy
weather, rather than later in the summer, when
the flames might have spread into the forest.

“We’re lucky it’s early in the season, and it
was really wet out there,” he said.
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