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Whatcom Campaign Accelerates Solar Growth

by Meghan Fenwick

Once word gets around, solar panels
spread like sunshine: homeowners are
89 percent more likely to go solar if their
neighbors have already taken the leap.

The solar industry has grown expo-
nentially, enabled by political, cultural
and economic shifts. In the past decade,
the price of solar in the United States
has decreased by 40 percent — 47 per-
cent in Washington. About a third of
Washington’s 680 megawatts of solar was
installed in 2022. Many municipalities,
including Bellingham and Whatcom
County, have climate-action plans with
a focus on renewable energies, aiming to
reach net-zero carbon emissions by 2050.

Still, only 1 percent of Whatcom
County homes — about 1,000 — have
joined the solar movement. Although
government agencies and utility compa-
nies offer a variety of incentives, rebates
and credits towards solar projects, many
barriers persist. Owning property is chief
among them; about half of Whatcom
County residents own their homes.

A 9-kilowatt solar system, the median
size for Washington homes, costs roughly
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The above chart displays amount of solar production from the Port of Bellingham’s cruise
terminal each month of 2023. Overall production amounted to 147.09 MWh in 2023,
mirroring totals in 2022 and more than doubling 2021 totals. SolarEdge: https://moni-
toringpublic.solaredge.com/solaredge-web/p/site/public’name="Port%200f%20Belling-

ham%20community %20access#/dashboard

$24,570 before rebates as of November
2023. The payback period can be be-
tween 13 and 19 years on average.

If a homeowner is able to afford
the investment, the stars still may not
align. The condition, lifespan, angle
and direction of a roof may hinder your

cost-benefit analysis. Homeowners must
make many decisions about their finan-
cial, lifestyle and energy needs before
pulling the trigger.

“Seven out of 10 people in Washington
cannot put solar on their roofs for one
reason or another,” said Ben Silesky, pro-

gram director of Olympia Community
Solar. “If we truly are trying to reach 100
percent clean energy by 2035 or 2040,
that’s going to come up soon, and that’s
going to leave out a lot of people.”

Olympia Community Solar (OCS)
(1) is a nonprofit organization that seeks
to mitigate solar barriers and foster an
equitable energy transition. This sum-
mer, OCS is partnering with Sustainable
Connections (2) on Solarize Whatcom,
a group-purchasing model with negoti-
ated discounts on solar installations from
local companies.

This is the second edition of this pro-
gram in Whatcom, the first resulting
in 48 installations in 2016. OCS has
hosted Solarize in Thurston, Mason and
several other counties, resulting in 250
installations since 2014. By mid-April,
Solarize Whatcom garnered 80 signups,
enrollment closing July 4.

Solarize Whatcom contracted Western
Solar, Truly Electric and Solar, North-
west Electric and Solar and Blossom So-
lar for the program and offered a rate of
$2.73 per watt. For the same 9-kilowatt
system, that adds up to roughly $1,700
in savings. Participants will also receive
a consultation, quote and preliminary

design free of charge.

Continued on page 10

Climate Change and the Nooksack Adjudication

by Eric Hirst

Adjudication of water rights in the Nook-
sack River basin will ultimately provide
an inventory of water rights. Specifically,
a Whatcom County superior court judge
will determine who has the right to use
water, where, when, for what purpose(s),
with what priority date, and how much.
(1)

However, this inventory will not relate

Eric Hirst has a Ph.D. in engineering from
Stanford University, worked at Oak Ridge
National Laboratory for 30 years as a policy
analyst on energy efficiency and the structure
of the electricity industry. He spent the last

eight years of his career as a consultant.

well to the actual availability of water,
either surface waters or groundwater. That
is, the amount of paper water deemed
legal may differ — and differ substan-
tially — from the amount of wer water
that actually exists in aquifers, creeks, the
three forks, tributaries and the mainstem
Nooksack River.
Three factors contribute to the gap
between water rights and actual flows:
® The most senior claims (held by Lummi
Nation and Nooksack Indian Tribe,
both instream flow rights and on-res-
ervation rights), are not yet quantified.
® More rights have been issued than water
availability would allow; i.e., the basin
is over-subscribed.
® Most important is climate change.
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This paper addresses two issues related to
the effects of climate change on Nook-
sack basin summer streamflows: (1) past
and present effects, and (2) likely future
effects.

History

I focus on summer (July, August, Sep-
tember) because that is when flows are
lowest, salmon and other wildlife are
most likely to need more water than
is actually flowing, and human use of
water is greatest (primarily agricultural
irrigation). Low flows are a problem for
wildlife and humans alike. In addition,
low flows contribute to elevated water
temperatures which, if high enough, can
be lethal for fish. And low flows lead to
reduced levels of dissolved oxygen, less
habitat, and limited access to habitat, all
of which are bad for fish.

Over the past 57 years (1967 — 2023),
summer streamflow for the Nooksack
River at Ferndale, has been declining.
Opver this period, flows decreased at an
average of 0.6 percent per year. However,
this adverse trend is accelerating: during
the past 15 years (2009 through 2023),
flows declined by 3 percent per year.

Similar data for the North, Middle, and
South forks, as well as one lower Nook-

sack tributary (Fishtrap Creek), show
similar trends. Overall, summer flows
are declining, although erratically and at
different rates (Table 1). These declines
are worsening over time. Flows during
the past 15 years declined much more
rapidly — 5 to 10 times as fast — than
during earlier years.

Causes of Streamflow
Declines

Several factors account for these long-
term declines in streamflow. These in-
clude: higher summer air temperatures
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