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Bonneville Power Administration

WaterWise Program

Bonneville Power Administration’s WaterWise program is an agricultural
initiative that has evolved into a comprehensive effort that results in the
triple benefits of energy and water savings and often increased crop yields
thanks to the precision application of water. WaterWise dates back to 1979
when BPA first addressed irrigated agriculture’s energy use by developing
a pilot program that focused on pump testing and evaluating farmers’
irrigation systems. A few years later BPA instituted the program on a
regional basis and added incentives to the program for equipment retrofits.
Then in 1991 these early programs were dramatically ramped up to create
WaterWise, a program that addresses the needs of farms of varying sizes. In
its current form, WaterWise is implemented by 39 retail utilities within
BPA’s service territory.

A focus on saving water may sound ironic to those unfamiliar with BPA’s
service territory since the Northwest is well known for its high levels of
precipitation. East of the Cascade Mountains that bisect the states of
Washington and Oregon, however, the climate is dramatically different and
quite arid. There farmers depend on irrigation. Large irrigators and
irrigation districts draw water directly from the Snake and Columbia Rivers
using extensive pumping and piping systems to ultimately feed massive
sprinklers. Huge water lines, as big as 72 inches in diameter, provide
sustenance to crops such as peas, wheat, corn, alfalfa, onions, and potatoes.
Small farms tend to pump groundwater. In each case, WaterWise provides
technical, financial, and informational services.

The WaterWise Program consists of three main features: System Testing 
and Design Work for new and expanding systems, a wide array of 
Hardware Retrofits, and a new concentration on Irrigation Management. 
This last feature reflects the sophistication of the program. Through its 
retail utilities and consultants, BPA stays in close communication with 
participating farms through a number of channels. The program provides 
announcements through local media. Staff at retail utilities also maintain 
direct contact with farmers, and directly-linked computer connections are 
used to link program consultants with large farms to provide farmers with 
detailed information on weather patterns and evapotranspiration rates so 
that the farmers can optimize crop watering.

In the program’s decade-long history BPA has invested nearly $25 million
in improving the efficiency of irrigated agricultural systems in its service
territory and has saved 11 aMW to date. Currently WaterWise is operating
with an annual budget of $2 million resulting in annual energy savings of 2
aMW.
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