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The Dalles
hydro
project
celebrates 20
years

By Lori Russell

A nickel balances on its edge atop the
generator installed 20 years ago. It is
a sign of how smoothly it operates.
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Power

ful

The average motorist zipping along Interstate 84
may never notice the hydroelectric plant tucked
along the north side of The Dalles Dam.

Standing in the shadow of its enormous neigh-
bor operated by the U.SS. Army Corps of Engineers,
Northern Wasco County PUD’s hydro project has
the capacity to generate 5 megawatt-hours of electric-
ity—enough to power 1,000 to 1,500 homes a year.
By comparison, the Corps operates 23 units at The
Dalles Dam, each capable of producing 70 MWh.

On May 28, NWCPUD celebrated the 20th anni-
versary of the tiny hydroelectric plant that generates
$250,000 to $300,000 in annual revenue and did not
cost its customers a penny to build.

In the early 1980s, the PUD was considering
building hydroelectric plants on the White River
and at The Dalles and McNary dams. According to
Harold Haake—who served as general manager at
that time, and eventually took over as manager of
the NWCPUD The Dalles and McNary
hydro projects—the utility’s plan was to
sell the power generated at The Dalles
plant to another utility and use the pro-
ceeds to help keep its customers rates low.

“It was too expensive to bring the
power into the PUD system at that time,
Harold recalls. “We wanted to sell the
power to someone else to pay for the
project, and then we could get the benefit
later after it was paid oft”

NWCPUD signed a 20-year power pur-
chase agreement with Puget Sound Power
& Light Co. in October 1988 that stipu-
lated payments would be front loaded to
cover the cost of the bond the PUD would
put before voters the following month.

Harold visited granges, the chamber
of commerce and anywhere else he was
invited to reach groups of customers.

As a representative of a public utility, he
could only provide information about the
project—not tell people how to vote.

“The beauty of the circumstance was that the com-
munity was involved,” says Howard Gonser, PUD
board secretary. “We could see the dam outside our
windows. It was a local project. We even had a hydro
advisory committee made up of community mem-
bers. As a new board member, it was very reassuring”

Seventy-four percent of voters backed the bond.
Shortly thereafter, the Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission approved the start of construction.

On October 14, 1989, 350 customers and guests
celebrated the groundbreaking and the PUD’s 50th
anniversary with food, music and speeches along the
Washington shore overlooking The Dalles Dam.

There was plenty to celebrate. NWCPUD had
become the first PUD of its size to win approval
from several government agencies that had vested
interests—from the Corps of Engineers and the
Bonneville Power Administration to the Columbia
River Intertribal Fish Commission, the Washington
Department of Fisheries, the Oregon Department of
Fish and Game and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

“We have to give Harold Haake a lot of credit,”






Tiny, Yet Powerful
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Every winter, the plant is shut down
for maintenance, repairs or replacement
of the equipment. Following the man-
tra, “dirt is the enemy of electronics,’
the hydro crew dusts the powerhouse,
its tools and machinery from top to bot-
tom during their spring cleaning. As part
of its capital improvement program, the
PUD installed a new computer system in
2010 to run the system.

A nickel still balances on edge on top
of the generator where it was placed in
1991 when the equipment was installed,
according to Bob Guidinger, the plant’s
hydro manager. “The installer told us the
equipment would run so smoothly that
the nickel would never fall over”

The generator uses attraction water
from The Dalles Dam’s north fish ladder
for power production. Water entering the
system is screened to prevent juvenile
salmon or other small fish from entering
the unit’s turbine.

Bob has taken more than 10,000 pho-
tos documenting projects and equipment
at the facility. He hopes they will benefit

Northern Wasco §3d8)0;

future crews who will be responsible for
keeping it running.

“The idea is that if we take good care
of it, the facility can last 50 to 100 years,”
Bob says.

When the power contract with Puget
Sound Power & Light expires this year,
the PUD can choose to put the power
generated by The Dalles project into its
system or sell it.

“The PUD took a calculated risk with
the backing of community;,” says Howard.
“To a great degree, the project has kept

Hydro Plant Manager Bob Guidinger, center, discusses features of the new computer system at The Dalles
hydro project with hydro crew member Mike Church, left, and contract fish biologist Rick Martinson.
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power rates low for a generation. What
we are trying to do with McNary is to
continue those low rates for another
generation.”

The McNary hydro project—located
on the north fish ladder at McNary
Dam——produces about 76,000 MWh of
electricity annually, which is split equally
with the PUD’s partner on the project,
Klickitat County PUD. NWCPUD’s por-
tion of the power is transmitted to The
Dalles and used as baseload power at the
utility.

Through the years, the PUD’s board
has focused on hydroelectricity as the
major source of power for its customers,
says Milt.

“Our board and staff are pretty con-
servative, and it’s paid off for our cus-
tomers,” Milt says. “In comparison, other
utilities who have invested heavily in
more expensive wind power and biofuel
projects have higher power rates”

Barbara Nagle, PUD board treasurer,
points to a Ruralite article covering the
groundbreaking ceremony at The Dalles
Dam in 1989. Grant Mead, a PUD board
member at the time, said, “Good things
are happening and will continue to hap-
pen as long as we work together”

“It is still very true today;” says
Barbara. “We hope it continues. We won't
stop looking for opportunities to provide
lower cost power” Q



