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Many Oregon Trail Electric Cooperative 
members know about incentives for 
installing energy-efficient heating and 
cooling systems in their homes and 
businesses. But did you know OTEC also 
offers incentives to farmers and ranchers 
who replace their older irrigation and 
stock watering systems with new systems 
that save water, electricity and money? 

The cooperative’s Agricultural Energy 
Efficiency Utility Rebate Program is 
for energy-efficient improvements to 
agricultural equipment. The program 
offers incentives from $165 for a cattle 
fountain to larger rebates for pump 
motors and sprinklers.  

OTEC offers the following incentives:
• Adding a variable frequency drive 

to irrigation pumps. 
• Replacing leaking irrigation 

hardware, including nozzles, sprinklers, 
hubs and boot gaskets. Leaking hardware 
causes the pump to keep running and, 
therefore, uses more electricity.

• Installing cattle fountains.
• Installing a low-energy precision 

agriculture system—a sprinkler just above 
soil surface—or a low-elevation sprinkler 
application system—sprinklers positioned 
3 feet or less above the soil surface. 

Variable-Frequency Drives
The cooperative offers incentives to 
farmers who add variable-frequency 
drives to irrigation pumps. 

VFDs save water and electricity. The 
VFD can be programmed to allow the 
pump to ramp up the speed when more 
water flow is needed or ramp down the 
speed when less flow is needed. 

Marc De Lint, who grows grass seed 

on about 1,400 acres in Cove, installed 
his first VFD about 20 years ago, and 
eventually installed variable drives on all 
his wells. 

“As time went on, we knew that was 
the way to go,” Marc says. “We could 
idle these motors and get the pressure 
we wanted. With the old style of pump, 
it’s pumping too much water, too much 
pressure. With these variable drives, we 
can slow it down and have the correct 
pressure all the time.”

Marc says he is saving energy as well as 
wear and tear on his equipment.

“Now we can idle it down to 15 horse 
rather than 150 horse 24 hours a day,” he 
says. “If I’m running just one wheel line, 
I can turn it down. Your sprinklers aren’t 
running as fast.”

Marc also has upgraded his older 
wheel line sprinklers to low-pressure 
sprinklers through OTEC’s rebate 
program, in addition to a subsidy 
through the Natural Resource 
Conservation Service.

“I signed up for these programs, 
and they helped fund these integrated 
sprinkler systems,” Marc says. 

Energy-Efficient Equipment Incentives
Agricultural conservation program offers rebates for energy-saving irrigation sprinkler 
packages, variable frequency drives and cattle fountain freeze-resistant water tanks

Cove farmer Marc De Lint, left, discusses the benefits of adding variable frequency drives to irrigation 
pumps with Gunnar Rolf, a technician with Roman’s Precision Irrigation. Gunnar was getting the motor 
ready to run before hooking up the VFD.
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Susie Snyder, OTEC energy program 
representative, says a number of factors 
are considered when determining the 
rebate, including whether the pump is a 
turbine or centrifugal style, the size of the 
pump and how long the pump runs at 
full speed compared to three-quarters or 
half-speed.

“Rebates for these are based on a 
measure and verification process,” Susie 
says. “We don’t know the estimated 
savings or the incentive until the measure 
and verification period is over.” 

Since 2015, the cooperative has 
awarded more than $90,300 in rebates for 
VFD upgrades.

Incentives for Cattle Fountains
To be eligible for the rebate, cattle 
fountains must be freeze-resistant 
electric-free stock watering tanks and 
must replace electric water heater tanks. 

To make a cattle fountain work, the 
animal pushes on a paddle to receive 
water. Any water remaining drains back 
into the ground. 

Because the bowl is empty, there is no 
standing water to freeze in the winter. In 
warm weather it won’t heat up or grow 
algae or mosquito eggs. The water line 
is buried in the ground so water in the 
summer is cooler and water in the winter 
is warmer. 

OTEC worked with the Bonneville 
Power Administration to create and 
implement the cattle fountain program.

“We were the first to get this rebate 
program going, and now it’s a standard 
offering through BPA energy-efficiency 
programs,” Susie says. 

Conserving Irrigation Water
Agriculture is the nation’s largest water 
user and accounts for 80 percent of 
annual water consumption. 

In Oregon, irrigated farms produce 
77 percent of harvested crops, according 
to the Census of Agriculture, Farm and 
Ranch Irrigation Survey.

When farmers switch to irrigation 
systems that are more precise at applying 

water and that avoid soil saturation and 
runoff, water can be conserved.That saves 
money. 

In the Pacific Northwest, typical 
center-pivot irrigation systems place 
sprinklers high in the air on top of the 
top pipe or on drop tubes. Inefficient 
high-pressure spray irrigation systems 
can lose up to 35 percent of water due 
to evaporation and blowing winds, 
according to the United States Geological 
Survey. 

OTEC has partnered with BPA on 
two water-saving irrigation systems that 
place sprinkler heads much closer to the 
ground, significantly reducing water loss 
from evaporation and wind. 

Low-energy precision agriculture— 
or a LEPA irrigation system—places an 
emitter-type sprinkler on or just above 
the soil surface. 

Low-elevation sprinkler application—
or a LESA irrigation system—places 
spray-type sprinklers 3 feet or less above 
the surface.

Both technologies save on water and 
electricity, improve the sprinkler system 

application efficiency, reduce the direct 
evaporation from the sprinkler, reduce 
moisture loss from wet leaves and require 
less pressure to operate. Because they 
require less pressure, both systems reduce 
the pump power consumption per acre.

BPA funded research with Washington 
State University and University of Idaho 
on a pilot program to assess the viability 
and suitability of both LEPA and LESA 
systems in the Northwest. The study 
found that systems saved 5 to 15 percent 
on water. 

Although the systems were designed 
for pivot irrigation systems, they also 
can be applied to lateral-move irrigation 
systems. Due to potential runoff losses, 
neither system is universally applicable 
to all fields, but are best applied on sandy 
soil or fields leveled for flood irrigation.

OTEC has offered the LEPA and LESA 
incentives to its agricultural customers 
for a year or so, but some of the other 
incentives have been part of OTEC’s 
program for more than a decade. Those 
programs have been in place long enough 
for farmers to realize a significant savings.

Last fall, Connie and Earl Barber of 
Burns installed a LESA system to irrigate 
their 230 acres of alfalfa and hay. 

“We switched because we liked the 
idea of possibly conserving water,” 
Connie says. “We have such hot summers 
and evaporation is so great around here. 
We thought watering closer to the plants 
would make sense.”

In their old system, the sprinklers were 
5 or 6 feet above the ground “as high as 
we could reach,” Connie says. “Now they 
are about 14 inches from the ground. It’s 
quite a difference.”

At press time, the Barbers were 
preparing to plant. They had not yet 
tested their new system, which cost about 
$10,000. They received a $3,770 rebate 
from OTEC via the BPA program. 

“It was a nice shot in the arm,” Connie 
says. n

To learn more, email eprteam@otecc.com or call 
your local Oregon Trail Electric Cooperative office.

Earl Barber shows the height of the new sprinkler 
package on his property in Burns.
Photo by Connie Barber
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