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Questions raised on economics of project
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The PUD is close to completing the licensing process that would allow the utility to rebuild an 
old hydropower project at Enloe Dam near the Canadian border, producing electricity there for 
the first time in 50 years.

Since the Okanogan County Public Utility District applied for a license in August 2008, the 
Similkameen River project has drawn hundreds of documents and comments from government 
agencies, environmental groups and individuals.

The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC), the federal agency that licenses 
hydropower projects, is now awaiting only two documents – a water-quality certification from the 
Washington Department of Ecology and a biological opinion from the National Marine Fisheries 
Service (NMFS). Both documents pertain primarily to conditions for fish.

The water-certification paperwork is expected to be released this week by Ecology, according to 
Pat Irle, the agency’s hydropower projects manager. The NMFS biological opinion has been 
delayed but is expected within the next several months, according to NMFS fish biologist Scott 
Carlon. Both analyses are likely to contain mitigations worked out with the PUD to protect water 
quality and fish, particularly endangered salmon, in the river.

At the same time, conservation groups have expressed new concerns about the economic 
viability of Enloe. A study commissioned by the Hydropower Reform Coalition and released in 
January asserts that the project would lose at least $26 on every megawatt hour it generates. 
The study also looks at the economic value of the Similkameen river and falls to the county from 
recreation and tourism.

“We are calling on the Okanogan PUD to replace its out-of-date 2008 analysis and provide 
ratepayers with a realistic evaluation of Enloe Dam economics. We think such an update will 
show that the dam project is not a wise investment for ratepayers and should be dropped,” said 
Jere Gillespie of the Columbia Bioregional Education Project, one of the coalition members.



While the amount of water flowing over the falls will be reduced, Ecology is seeking a guarantee 
that a certain quantity of water cascades over Similkameen Falls year-round, said Irle. The 
agency will also specify the amount of water the PUD must keep in the river between the dam 
and powerhouse for resident fish before it is returned to the river below the falls.

The economic study asserts that market conditions for power have changed since the 
application was submitted and that construction costs have increased. It also compares the 
scenic value of Similkameen Falls with other falls in the Northwest, particularly in light of a new 
trail that runs above the river and will connect with the Pacific Northwest National Scenic Trail.
PUD general manager John Grubich said the utility would not comment directly on the economic 
study. “Any response to the economic study will be directed to FERC – and based on any 
questions from FERC – because that process has already been vetted,” he said.

Assuming FERC grants the license for a new hydroelectric project at Enloe, the PUD will do one 
more evaluation of costs to determine if their original estimates are still reasonable, said 
Grubich. They will also factor in the required environmental mitigations before deciding whether 
to proceed with the project.

While the economic study contends that construction costs have increased by 30 percent since 
the PUD submitted its application, Grubich said today’s labor market is conducive to building as 
soon as possible. If they get the go-ahead from FERC, Enloe could be producing power in 18 to 
24 months after construction begins, he said.

Grubich also pointed to proposed legislation in which small hydropower projects would qualify 
as renewable resources. The PUD’s number of customers is getting close to where the utility 
could be subject to these requirements for renewable sources, he said.

The PUD has spent a little more than $6 million in the course of the Enloe license application, 
according to Grubich.

Long history 

Enloe, about three miles north of Oroville, initially began generating power for mining operations 
in 1923. PUD acquired the project in 1945 and stopped producing power there in 1959. An 
empty concrete structure remains at the site. The PUD’s plans call for a new powerhouse, 
generating equipment and substation. They will use an existing reservoir to produce up to nine 
megawatts of power (almost 45 gigawatts annually).

The PUD has applied to restart the dam twice in the past 40 years, but plans were abandoned 
because agencies and tribes in the United States and Canada could not reach agreement on 
fish passage above Enloe Falls, according to FERC’s summary. Those questions have now 
been settled, with an acceptance of First Nations legends that say there were never fish above 
the falls. NMFS fish biologist Carlon said that the high falls would be a challenge for most 
steelhead and Spring Chinook.

The Fisheries Service will address water temperature and oxygen levels to ensure that fish can 
thrive when water levels are low, said Carlon. FERC is required to accept the terms and 
conditions they set.

FERC issued its final environmental analysis in August. The commissioners will issue a final 
decision after all required documents have been submitted. All documents are available on the 
FERC website at www.ferc.gov via the “eLibrary” link. Information on the project is also available 
on the PUD’s website at www.okanoganpud.org/enloe/enloe.htm.
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