BPA starts spill
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BPA announced today a decision to provide 300 megawatt-months of spill at The Dalles and Bonneville dams beginning immediately. For additional information, contact Therese Lamb at (503) 230-4452.

Background

Six regional federal agencies,* known as the Federal Caucus, have been conducting a process to consider whether or not spill can be provided in view of this year’s drought conditions and, if so, how much.  At a meeting with federal executives on April 27, BPA committed to review whether a limited spill program is feasible in May. BPA believes that a decision to proceed with spill must be consistent with reliability and cash flow criteria defined by the agencies in their proposed hydro operations plan for 2001. 

A creative agreement proposed with Grant County PUD has produced a way to provide some spill at no net cost to the Federal Columbia River Power System, provided the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission approves the agreement. Under the agreement, BPA will spill 300 MW months of water now and, if necessary, Grant will provide energy later this summer that BPA foregoes by providing the May spill. Grant, in turn, would reduce summer spill at its mid-Columbia dams by a corresponding amount to produce the replacement power. This requires FERC approval, and is the subject of a filing to FERC by BPA supported by Grant and the National Marine Fisheries Service. If water conditions improve, BPA would not need replacement power, and Grant would proceed with its entire planned summer spill. 

Messages

· The National Marine Fisheries Service has concluded that spill in May could provide substantial biological benefit for endangered salmon. Most of the listed chinook and steelhead complete their downstream migration in May or early June. Every day that goes by, we lose biological value of spill.

· A creative contingency arrangement between Grant County PUD and BPA, which provides a safeguard against the uncertainty of the volume forecast, has made targeted spill in May on the lower Columbia River possible without increasing risks to Federal Columbia River Power System reliability. While there is a risk that the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission could decline to approve the agreement, the parties believe they have made a strong case.

· BPA, Grant County PUD and NMFS are making filings with FERC outlining their agreement. The filing is quite strong and the parties are hopeful that FERC will approve it. FERC has said it will need at least two weeks to produce a ruling. Given where we are in the month of May, the biological value of spill during May, and the strength of the BPA, Grant and NMFS filings, BPA believes it should commence spill immediately. 

· Though this contingency arrangement may involve modifications to spill at Priest Rapids and Wanapum dams, on a system basis there will be no reduction in spill beyond those already incurred and expected this year.

· In effect, the arrangement allows for spill on the lower river that otherwise would not occur, with modification of spill at Priest and Wanapum dams being a possibility, not an absolute.

Questions and answers

1. What are the reliability and cash flow criteria defined by the agencies in their proposed hydro operations plan for 2001?

The federal agencies have proposed three criteria to guide 2001 Federal Columbia River Power System operations.  The criteria are intended to ensure that there is:

1. Sufficient generation to preserve the near-term reliability of the power system;

2. Less than a 5 percent chance of the Northwest having insufficient generation over the next 12 months; and

3. At least an 80 percent chance that BPA's financial reserves over the next 12 months will be sufficient to make needed power purchases and fund other activities such as programs to protect, mitigate and enhance fish and wildlife.

2. The agencies’ proposed plan for 2001 hydro operations says that spill should not be considered if the forecast stream flow is less than 60 MAF at The Dalles.  Since the May final forecast is for 56.5 MAF, how can BPA make this decision and still claim it is consistent with the criteria?

BPA is spilling in May and counting on Grant PUD to back up the federal system by forgoing spill later in the year if the snow melt does not produce enough water.  This arrangement means there is no reduction in the amount of spill on a system wide basis unless FERC declines to approve the BPA, Grant and NMFS filings.

3.
So why is BPA proceeding with spill before FERC rules?

Because it’s now or never to help the fish. Most of the listed salmonoids migrate downstream in May or early June. Every day that spill is delayed, the biological value goes down. FERC has indicated that its approval process will require at least two weeks to complete. Given that today is May 16, that means the earliest a ruling could be expected from FERC is May 30, by which time the vast majority of the smolts will already have passed through the hydro system. 

4.  Last week, Steve Wright said he would need to see strong regional support or FERC approval to commence spill. He doesn’t have the FERC approval. Is there strong regional support?

The three parties’ filings are a strong indication to FERC of support from NMFS, which FERC recognizes as a significant natural resource agency. In addition, the Public Power Council and the states of Oregon and Washington have expressed support for this action. That of course does not represent the entire region, but since the PPC represents those customers most impacted by BPA reliability, it counts. Those factors have convinced us to take action while it has value to fish, even given the acknowledged risks.

5.
Isn’t the agreement with Grant like robbing Peter to pay Paul?  What is the net benefit to fish of this decision?

NMFS’ analysis shows that spill in May provides the most biological benefit to fish.  Spring spill benefits listed species. Summer spill benefits mostly unlisted fish. 

6.
Instead of spilling now, why not bank the water for next year?

We are spilling the 300 megawatt-months (MW-mos) because we have a contingency arrangement with Grant PUD to back us up with 300 MW-mos of generation if the runoff needed to meet the reliability criteria does not materialize.  This arrangement allows us to spill without affecting reliability because it leaves the FCRPS in the same place it otherwise would have been without the spill, assuming FERC approves the three-party filing. 
7.
Why is BPA spilling when it has asked all of its public customers to reduce load by 
10 percent?

The load reductions BPA asked for are intended to help limit the size of the rate increase for the next rate period.  The contingent spill trade with Grant PUD enables BPA to spill 300 MW-mos and still have the system in the same position at the beginning of next year it would be in if the spill had not occurred. BPA recognizes that, if FERC declines to approve the three-party agreement, and if the water year gets worse, then this spill will have increased BPA’s and its customers’ exposure to market prices. However, the relatively low likelihood of these events versus the certainty of diminished biological value of spill have spurred BPA to act now.
8. At current market prices, 300 MW-mos could be worth about $65 million.  How can BPA justify that expense?

Yes, if sold on the wholesale market, the power could generate that revenue. However, the water was already intended for spill. Grant PUD planned on spilling a total of 1,500 MW-mos this season. This arrangement doesn’t change that net level of spill. After BPA spills 300 MW-mos, Grant will spill the balance of 1,200 MW-mos later in the summer and fall. 

If water conditions improve, Grant will spill its entire 1,500 MW-months and BPA would have spilled 300 MW-mos to meet its ESA obligations. 

9.  What are the benefits or implications of this spill for BPA customers and ratepayers?

BPA believes that not only is this a good decision for fish, it also is in the best interests of ratepayers for at least three reasons.  BPA needs to make a good faith effort, short of compromising reliability and financial solvency, to comply with the Endangered Species Act if we are to reduce the agency's and ratepayers' exposure to future litigation.  Second, BPA has committed to address biological damage resulting from power system emergencies and not implementing recommendations of the biological opinion; targeted spill which has significant biological benefit reduces this financial exposure.  In addition, last year, BPA and other federal agencies in the region adopted a 10-year plan for endangered salmon and steelhead that set performance standards and milestones to be met within three, five and eight years. If we can manage some spill this year, it also will contribute to our multi-year average survival rate assoiated with the long-term biological performance standards of the Biological Opinion and limit exposure to noncompliance with these standards down the road.

10.
How many fish will be saved by providing this spill? What’s it worth per fish?

BPA doesn’t make that kind of estimate. The point is saving endangered species. See above answer. 
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* BPA, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Bureau of Reclamation, National Marine Fisheries Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and Environmental Protection Agency.
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