
 

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS:  A SOLAR FARM ON THE 
IMPERATRICE PROPERTY 

 

1.  Is the Imperatrice property a good site for a utility-scale solar facility? 
The Imperatrice property is generally south facing and has a relatively gentle slope.  These are 
two important initial considerations for solar power generation sites.  A critical element of site 
selection has to do with the location and size of the electrical distribution infrastructure to get the 
solar power onto the distribution grid.  Two different transmission lines exist on or near the 
property, but there are no adequately sized transformers or sub-stations on or close to the 
property.  The absence of interconnection facilities thus makes the Imperatrice property less 
desirable than other properties with or near such facilities. 

2.  Would a solar facility on the Imperatrice property reduce Ashland’s greenhouse gas 
emissions and carbon footprint?   
No.  Ashland currently purchases 99% of its electricity from the Bonneville Power 
Administration.  (The remaining 1% is from a small hydro generator below Hosler Dam.)  
Virtually none of the BPA power sold to the City is from fossil fuel sources.  (See BPA Fuel Mix 
Summary for calendar year 2014, attached.)  A solar farm on the Imperatrice property will do 
nothing to reduce Ashland’s carbon footprint.  It would presumably reduce the global carbon 
footprint by providing power to a locale somewhere else that currently gets its power from fossil 
fuel sources, but it would have no impact on Ashland’s carbon footprint.   

3.  Would a solar farm on the Imperatrice property generate renewable power for 
Ashland? 
While technically feasible, it is unlikely that power generated on the Imperatrice property would 
be directed to the City of Ashland’s electrical system.  The site is outside of the City limits and in 
Pacific Power’s utility service territory, which necessitates Pacific Power involvement unless the 
City were to construct dedicated transmission lines from the solar farm site to an existing or 
newly constructed City owned transmission substation. * 

It is possible, but costly to build the necessary dedicated transmission lines to a City owned 
substation to bypass the Pacific Power system.  However, the City does not own any of the three 
substations that serve the City, which would significantly increase the project cost to either 
acquire or construct a substation for this purpose.*  As explained above, Ashland already 
receives the overwhelming majority of its power from renewable energy sources.  If the power 
from a solar farm were to be sold to Ashland, it would simply supplant the renewable energy we 
now purchase with a more expensive form of renewable energy, thus putting upward pressure on 
electric rates. 



 

To further explain, a solar array on the Imperatrice property would be in Pacific Power’s service 
territory.  Under state and federal law, this solar farm would be a “qualifying facility” and the 
power must be sold to and purchased by Pacific Power.  The price Pacific Power pays for that 
power is determined by an “open access tariff” that establishes the avoided cost Pacific Power 
pays.  For calendar year 2015, the avoided cost rate is 3.94¢ per kilowatt hour.  (Materials from 
Pacific Power explaining qualifying facilities and showing avoided cost purchase prices over 
time are attached.)  The projected wholesale cost of BPA power to Ashland is 3.75¢ per kilowatt 
hour.  But in order to get the power from the solar farm to Ashland, Pacific Power would have to 
“wheel” the power to Ashland and Pacific Power would charge a “wheeling fee.”  The wheeling 
fee would have to be negotiated, but a best guess is that it would raise the cost of that power to 
Ashland to 8¢ per kilowatt hour.   

It is more likely that Pacific Power and a solar developer would wheel the power to California, 
where electricity is much more expensive than it is in the Pacific Northwest.  They could 
command a higher price for it, thus making it more profitable.  As such, a solar array on the 
Imperatrice property would provide renewable energy, but it would not provide that power to 
Ashland. 

Wholesale electricity costs in the Northwest region served by BPA (Oregon, Washington, Idaho 
and Western Montana) are some of the lowest in the nation and currently are substantially less 
expensive than solar energy production.  It is reasonable to expect large scale solar production 
generation costs to continue to go down (likely at a slower rate than over the past 5-7 years) and 
it is also reasonable to expect wholesale energy costs from BPA and the northwest energy market 
to continue to rise in the future.  This will inevitably lead to a point in time where solar 
generation is cost competitive in the northwest as it is already in some energy markets in the US. 

4.  Would the City own the solar farm in 15-20 years if it’s built now? 
This is highly speculative and would be a component of any negotiation for development rights 
of the property.  It is very much unknown at this point given that the financing elements of the 
project are not yet detailed enough to even determine basic project viability. This kind of 
ownership transfer is not uncommon in facility-specific industrial/commercial solar installations.  
It’s not known whether this would be feasible (or negotiable) in a utility-scale development.  
There are very few utility-scale solar developments to use  for comparison purposes in Oregon.  
Of the 182 approved solar facilities that meet the Oregon Renewable Portfolio Standard (not all 
of which are in Oregon), only four generate more than 1.5 megawatts. 
 
Even if such a transfer of ownership agreement existed, a development that’s more than 20 years 
old would be in the latter half of its life expectancy and would thus be a rapidly depreciating 
asset requiring millions of dollars worth of upkeep and replacement.  What’s more, in the case of 
the Imperatrice property, the solar installation would still be in Pacific Power’s service territory, 
not the City’s, creating the same problem as described in 3., above. 



 

5.  Is an RFP is necessary?  How could the City find out if anyone was interested in the 
property for a large scale solar farm? 
One option has been proposed, which is for the City to conduct a comprehensive assessment on 
its own, using contracted services to develop a request for proposals (RFP) process for that 
assessment.  The City could also develop a solicitation document to distribute to the solar 
development community (15-20 key organizations and developer/investors) with an invitation to 
submit letters of interest/proposals.  A third option would be to utilize the City’s existing contract 
for electrical engineering services to assist staff in developing the feasibility/assessment RFP.    

Referring to the utility-scale developments in 4., above, staff is not aware of an RFP or 
solicitation having been issued for any of them.   

6.  Would a solar farm be compatible with other potential uses of the Imperatrice 
property? 
It is possible that many different uses could co-exist on the property, but it may be premature to 
make any such declaration until additional research and evaluation is done regarding the 
potential needs that led to the City’s acquisition of the property in the first place; wastewater 
treatment.  Additionally, potential land conservation and recreation uses have been proposed that 
may physically fit together on the property but may not be compatible in terms of the intended 
user experience. 

7.  Do we need to act quickly to take advantage of federal tax credits? 
It is true that a federal tax credit for solar development sunsets at the end of 2016 (assuming 
Congress does not extend it).  The tax credit is available only to projects that are actually 
generating electricity by the end of 2016.   If the tax credit sunsets, it does not necessarily mean 
solar development will stop, although it may have the effect of slowing it down.  It may also 
have the effect of expediting the development of other forms of renewables, such as wind.   
 
8.  What about solar on more rooftops inside the City instead of a large solar farm?  Is that 
possible? 
The City of Ashland currently has one of the highest, if not the highest, number of solar systems 
per capita of any city in Oregon.  The City supports this by being the first city in Oregon to adopt 
a net metering policy that allows customers to maximize the use of the energy they generate.  
The City also has an incentive program that helps pay for the installation of solar systems.  
Placing solar systems on rooftops inside the City’s electric grid has several basic advantages over 
a dedicated solar farm;  

1) There is no need to build a separate structure to connect the panels to, they just go on top of 
the roof.  

 2)  Because most buildings have an electrical service and are consuming energy, the solar 
energy offsets the consumption right at the source, using every bit of the energy generated.  



 

3) The solar energy being generated saves the customer more money because it is replacing 
energy that they would have to buy at retail rates.  A solar farm energy on the Imperatrice 
property would not have any on-site energy consumption, so all of the energy generated will 
come to the electric grid as wholesale power.  This changes the value of the kilowatts from the 
higher value retail rate to the less valuable wholesale rate. 

 

* Edits made on 7/1/15 based on additional staff research and communication with Pacific Power staff to clarify 
potential of a solar farm project not involving Pacific Power 


