Hydropower off McKay Dam washes
out
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The idea for a hydroelectric generator at McKay Dam has been scrapped because of the high costs cited
by PacifiCorp to connect the project to the company’s distribution system.

Bill Hampton of Pendleton is giving up his idea of building a small hydroelectric generator at McKay Dam.

The project would have produced 2 megawatts of power April through October, when the flow from the dam is
higher. Hampton estimated the project would have cost $3 million to $4 million and generated 5.6 gigawatt-hours
each year, or enough power for about 500 homes.
But he said PacifiCorp’s 2016 feasibility study of the project also was its obituary.
“That was when they told me I needed to build a transmission line to Yakima,” Hampton said.
His original project called for a 3,000-foot-long, 69 kilovolt line connecting to the Pacific Power distribution
system. But a 90-mile, 230 kilovolt line to tie into Pacific Power’s distribution would cost tens of millions more.
Hampton called the scenario ludicrous, but so was fighting PacifiCorp.
Hampton said he is familiar with the state, federal and tribal permitting processes, but taking on PacifiCorp’s
legal team was another matter.
“That’s just a challenge that was too much to tackle,” he said, so he surrendered the permit to build the
generator back to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission.
Pacific Power spokesperson Tom Gauntt said the company could not comment on particular business
negotiations with a customer or even a potential customer, but “our support of qualifying facilities and renewable
customer generation is well documented.”
PacifiCorp has more than 6,500 net metering agreements in Oregon, he said, which bring 62.5 megawatts onto
the grid to benefit customers. The company also has 74 power purchasing agreements in the state involving 463
megawatts. Gauntt said that amounts to a “significant amount of power from biomass, wind, solar and small
hydro.”
Hampton said the McKay generator would have been similar to the small generator he worked on in Cottage
Grove or the 1.1 megawatt generator PacifiCorp owns on the Wallowa River near Wallowa Lake. The Federal
Energy Regulatory Commission in early 2017 renewed the company’s operating license for the site for 40 years.
Hampton said PacifiCorp likes small hydro as long as it owns it, but otherwise strives to obstruct small projects.
Gauntt said the company follows the law and looks closely at what it takes to connect projects to the grid.
“Connecting these resources can be costly,” he explained, “and the feasibility studies we undertake when these
new resources are proposed look closely at all costs involved and propose the most cost effective alternative
available to the customer while not impacting costs to other customers.”
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