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Crop irrigation costs electrical consumers, says OSU study
Crop irr ig a tio n  w ith Co lum bia 

H ive r w ate r ha . d ra m a tica lly  boost 
cd (a rm  p roductiv ity  in K a s le rn  
Oregon and M ashingion but not 
without coat to I ’a c if ic  North » ra t

e le c tr ic ity  c o tu u m m
A n r *  atud) at Oregon State 

U n ive rs ity  find» that w ate r u»rd  for 
im ita t io n  cause* a liau  of hyd ro  
e le c tr ic  generating  cap ac ity  Ko r 
exam p le  expansion of im ita te d  
a re a s  in the K ast H i|(h  d is tr ic t  of 
hàistern M ash ing ion. usinât w ater 
from  the la ke  form ed by ( ira n d  
Coulee H am . could cost over ».NX) per

developed a c re  to rep lace  lost itener 
atin it cap ac ity  If th is a re a  w ere 
fu llv dev rloped as proposed it would 
cost e le c tr ic  ra te p ay e rs  atxiut $70 
m illion  per year

H ow ever, there m ay tie w ays that 
fa rm e rs  and h yd ro e lectric  produc 
e rs  could cooperate for m utual

benefit and reduce these losses 
accord ing  to B ru ce  M cC a r l and 
M ark Boss who conducted the 
study

H is t o r ic a l ly .  C o lu m b ia  H iv e r  
w ate r had not been h ighly va lued  
because it w as so abundant "  said  
M cC a r l. an O SU  professor of ag ri 
cu ltu re  and reso urce  econom ics

It 's  d iffe rent now V irtu a lly  a ll of 
the r iv e r  w a te r passes through 
h yd ro e lectric  generating  fa c ilit ie s  
am i w ith  these fa n ta s tica lly  espen 
s ive  (lower p lan ts being built for

supplem entary pow er, the cost of 
reduced r iv e r  flow is su bstantia l 
New irr ig a tio n  developm ent can  
d ive rt w ater from  these d am s, and 
the dam s do not have  w a te rr ig h ts  

T in s  re sea rch  conducted through 
the M ater R eso u rces R esea rch  In 
stltu le  at O S l' has generally  recon 
firm ed  s im ila r  conclusions of a itmi 
study done by re se a rch e rs  at M ash 
ington State U n iv e rs ity , w hich had

been questioned because it did not 
consider enough of the va r ia b le s  
involved The  new study considers 
m any m ore va r iab le s  outlines the 
fin an c ia l im p lica tions in seve ra l 
d ifferent scen ario s and o ffers some 
possible solutions to the problem s 
involved

one p r im a ry  problem w ith  hydro 
e le c tric  power generation is that

w ater flow fluctuates w idelv from  
year to y e a r Because of that, other 
fa c ilit ie s  m ust tie built to meet 
e le c t r ic  d e m a n d s  d u r in g  peak  
periods and in low w ate r ye a rs , 
when the hyd ro e lectric  supply is  
in su ffic ien t

Because  of that. M cC arl sa id , 
su bstantia l costs are  in cu rred  when

fa rm e rs  w ith  irr ig a tio n  rig h ts  to 
Co lum bia R iv e r  w ater take a ll 
th ey 're  entitled  to, even in low w ater 
y e a rs  In  thuse low w ate r y e a rs , 
other power sources, such as coal 
am i n u c le a r generating  p lan ts , be 
come p a rt ic u la r ly  n ecessary  for 
peak power dem ands And (he con

struction  of those power p lants is an 
expensive  necessity  d ictated  bythe 
cu rren t system

Me d efin ite ly  determ ined  that 
there is  a tradeoff between ir r ig a  
lion and generating  c a p a c ity , and 
we w ere  ab le to put som e do llar 
fig ures on the losses in vo lve d ."  
M cC arl sa id  New irr ig a tio n  devel 
oped by the B ureau  of R ec lam ation

in the K a st High D is tr ic t , w h ich  does 
m>t invo lve  su bstantia l w ater fees or 
paym ent for the pum ping costs to 
d e live r it to the fa rm , can  coat area  
e le c tric ity  consum ers the equivalent 
of $2ooper a c re  each year Co lum bia 
R iv e r  w a te r is not a va lue less 
com m odity "

M cC arl noted that these coats 
would be offset by the positive 
e ffects of a g ricu ltu ra l output, as its
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profits a re  recyc led  through the 
lo cal com m unities H ow ever, these 
h rn e fits  often ap p ra r to be less than 
the coals he said

T h e re  a re  se ve ra l w ays  of reduc 
ing the coats to consum ers of new 
ir r ig a t io n  d e ve lo p m e n t M c C a r l 
said  One po ssib ility  is  to encourage 
developm ent of irr ig a te d  ag ricu l 
ture in dow nstream  a re as  of the 
Co lum bia that have less hydropower 
potential Some such land is a v a il 
ab le in Oregon and southern M ash 
ington. he sa id

A n o th e r op tion  w ou ld  re q u ire  
fa rm e rs  to pay the fu ll costs of 
bringing w ater to the ir land , w hich 
req u ires expensive  e le c tr ic a l pum p 
ing sy ste m s , ra th e r than having

these costs reduced by the B u reau  of 
R ec lam ation  or in tu b sid u ed  power 
rates In (he K ast H igh d is tr ic t , th is 
approach would reduce the coat of 
the w ate r in te rm s of potential 
hydropower

A big sa v e r , how ever, would be a 
system  of in te rru p tib le  w ater access 
for a g ricu ltu re , in w hich fa rm e rs  
would re ce ive  w ater only in ye a rs  
when w ater flow is not c r it ic a l ly

short In about three y e a rs  out of 40 
they m ight he asked not to w ithdraw  
any w ate r and would tie paid a fa ir  
p rice  by u tility  com panies for the 
a g ricu ltu ra l losses. M cC a r l sa id  

It ap pears we could better affo rd  
to pay the fa rm e rs  fo r their losses 
ra th e r than build  po w rr p lan ts ju st 
for [leak dem and periods ' M cC arl

sa id  "By our fig urin g . It m ight 
reduce power consum ers coats by *0 
percent, just by paying the fa rm e rs

not to fa rm  in low w ater flow years  
T h is  wouldn t e lim in a te  the coats to 
e le c tric ity  consum ers, but it would 
help
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