Solar may be mandated, but officials here push for biomass
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SALEM — After a key legislative deadline passed on Friday, Deschutes County officials are resorting to some creative politicking in the Capitol to change a state solar power requirement.

In 2007, Gov. Ted Kulongoski signed into law a requirement backed by the solar energy industry that all new public building projects include 1.5 percent of their spending on solar power, such as rooftop panels.

In Deschutes County, however, officials say that money could be better spent on a different alternative energy source dubbed biomass, or as Phil Chang of the Central Oregon Intergovernmental Council puts it, a “community-scale thermal energy project.”

In layperson’s terms, that means a stove that burns wood chips.

Chang said biomass heating projects are highly efficient and produce low emissions, and would also help Central Oregon by providing a market for the wood produced by forest thinning projects that “make the community safer” from fire risk.

He said that in the county’s new jail expansion project, providing heat with biomass rather than natural gas would have saved $90,000 to $100,000 a year.

Susan Ross, Deschutes County’s properties and facilities director, said that in the jail project, the state’s solar mandate will mean $500,000 will pay for panels that produce a month’s worth of the facility’s energy needs every year.

But if that same amount of money were spent on biomass, it would produce six months’ worth, she said, adding that biomass “is much more efficient.”

To try and change the state law, Deschutes County asked Sen. Chris Telfer, R-Bend, and Rep. Gene Whisnant, R-Sunriver, to carry Senate Bill 446. It would allow for other alternative and renewable energy sources, including biomass, to be substituted for solar power.

But in the 2009 Legislature, all bills are supposed to have hearings scheduled by April 17. Friday came and went, and SB 446 was not scheduled.

The bill had been assigned to the Senate Environment and Natural Resources Committee, where Chairwoman Jackie Dingfelder, D-Portland was reluctant to give a hearing to legislation she didn’t think would pass the House, the bill’s supporters say. She instructed the bill’s backers to win the support of Rep. Paul Holvey, D-Eugene, the sponsor of the original solar mandate bill that passed the Legislature in 2007.

That discussion is under way, said Erica Hagedorn of Deschutes County’s lobbying firm, Public Affairs Counsel, adding that she feels like the discussions with Holvey “are making positive strides.”

That still leaves the matter of the deadline that passed, however.

To get around the deadline, and pursue this debate about the future of cutting-edge alternative energy in Oregon, the county will now resort to an age-old maneuver known by an ungraceful term: the “gut and stuff.”

This refers to when lawmakers take a bill number used for one piece of legislation and remove its contents — the “gut” — to be replaced with different legislation entirely — the “stuff.”

The maneuver is designed to circumvent deadlines and accommodate late-breaking political agreements. When it occurs, a bill number alluding to one piece of legislation suddenly may contain a completely different one.

Hagedorn said she is confident another bill number can be found for the legislation, if the negotiations with Holvey bear fruit.

Telfer, the lead co-sponsor of SB 446, chalks the bill’s fate up to “politics.” She nevertheless said Dingfelder has been very helpful, and Telfer hopes a way can be found to “save taxpayers’ money.”

Chang concedes that the bill may face skepticism among environmentalists who fear that the demand for wood created by biomass power plants could eventually be more of a harm to the environment than a boon. But he said the smaller heating projects, essentially wood stoves, that he is promoting, would use far less wood and not threaten anything.

Hagedorn said the legislation’s backers soon should know whether it can proceed.

“I think we’ll know by the end of next week whether it will be ‘go’ or ‘no go,’” she said.
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