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What kind of a world is this we're moving into, where customers are begging their electric utility to raise their rates?  Are we crazy?  Or have we already been crazy?

Tillamook County residential users pay 6.5¢/kwh for electricity.  This is mostly cheap "preference" power from the BPA hydroelectric system.  In perspective, the national average is 45% higher than what we pay.  And if we lived in California, Alaska, New York, or Hawaii, we would be paying from 14¢ to over 23¢/kwh - 2.2 to 3.6 times more than we pay.

Why do we want to pay more for our electricity?  Well, we don't want to PAY more.  We just want the RATES to be higher, to nudge us to be more efficient, so we don't have to pay more - now or in the future.

Pacific NW electric rates have always been extraordinarily low, for several reasons.  Hydro energy is inexpensive.  It is our equivalent of solar energy.  The BPA system was government-funded, and low preference rates are available through public power utilities that don't charge their users a profit to stockholders.  And when the Columbia River hydro system was built, its capacity was way beyond demand, so they gave super-bargain rates to big users such as aluminum smelters to soak up the excess.  That legacy still haunts us.

Our low rates have several consequences.  We're sloppy and careless with our use of electricity because it is so cheap.  We don't insulate our houses adequately, we leave our lights and TVs on, we use electricity for things that can be done by lower quality energy.

A second thing that happens is that the low rates attract energy-pigs and energy-wastrels. They're not stupid.  Why did Google recently build a big complex on the Columbia Gorge?  Low electric rates. Why should we encourage big-eaters to use up our limited supply of hydro?  And Oregonians keep saying they don't want more people moving here.  But if we're giving them bargain rates for their utilities and their businesses, of course they will come.  If we charged as much as California, we'd have a lot fewer in-migraters.

Another thing happens when we look even a short distance into the future.  Our low-cost hydro is fully committed.  ANY new energy source is going to be considerably more expensive.  In comparison, the cost of improving the efficiency of our homes and businesses so they use less energy is only a couple of cents/kwh - a small fraction of the cost of any new energy source.

So the cheapest new source of energy?  Our existing homes.  Super-insulation Net-Zero-Energy upgrades, so that NO heating system is required, totally eliminates those energy costs for the entire lifetime of the home.  And keeps our homes snug and livable when the power goes out.  We're not talking about reducing energy use a few percentage points.  We're talking about strategies to reduce it 90%.  And upgrading to refrigerators that use 70% less energy than 20 years ago; using solar, heat-pump, or demand water heaters; getting TVs and electronics that really turn off, not just going "black-screen" can produce dramatic savings in the rest of our home energy use.

If we do a good job of going towards "Net-Zero-Energy" on our existing and new homes, we can demand the same for new construction, eliminating the projected increases in demand.  And we may even be able to save enough of the precious hydro to run our trains and cars.  Or sell some to California, get rich, and retire to Hawaii to use their expensive energy.  Or just live well, securely, and comfortably without all the disasters that swirl around battles over our remaining fossil fuel energy.

So why, again, do we want our electric rates raised?  One, to nudge us into action.  More importantly, to pay for the efficiency upgrades.  They're so cheap!  If we do it now, state and federal tax credits even pay for a big hunk of the cost, lowering even further what we have to pay for our extraordinarily inexpensive "negawatts".  

And the biggest benefit of higher rates is pushing us to think wiser.  Combining Net-Zero-Energy retrofits of existing homes with accessory dwelling unit ordinances can permit easy partition of the oversized three-bedroom ranch houses that make up the majority of our housing stock.  What does that make possible?  A win-win-win, which applies to any part of the country and any utility system:

· “Negawatts” for the electric utility at a fraction of the cost of any new generation. 
· “Storm-proof” homes for residents, who can stay warm in power outages. 
· Affordable housing at a fraction of the cost of construction. 
· Potential income to retirees who have lost income from the stock market crash. 
· Ability of existing utility infrastructure to serve twice as many residents.
So, please raise our rates, to lower our bills.  Let's show the world where to go!

