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I recently read a short article about electricity being generated by the ocean. Is 

this a feasible option for the future?  

Since the construction of the Bonneville and Grand Coulee dams in the 1930s, the Pacific Northwest 
has relied heavily on water power. The availability of this low-cost source of electricity was a key 
factor in the region’s economic growth.  

As power demand grew over the past 20 years or so, the region’s power supply mix has diversified, 
adding natural gas, coal, nuclear and, in the past few years, wind generation.  

Today, about 65 percent of the power sold in Clark County comes from dams in the federal Columbia 
River system.  

In the past few years, serious efforts have been made to harness the enormous power of the ocean. 
And a good deal of research is taking place in the Pacific Northwest.  

There are two major types of ocean energy being evaluated in the region: power from tidal action and 
power from waves.  

Harnessing the tides  

Two Washington utilities have received federal permits to study tidal energy projects.  

Tacoma Power was the first, with an application to study a project in the Tacoma Narrows area in 
Puget Sound, where currents are known to be strong. The Snohomish County PUD has received 

permits to study seven sites in and around Puget Sound.  

Both utilities would create energy by using naturally occurring tidal currents to turn turbines built on 
the seabed. The turbines would be completely submerged.  

If all seven of the Snohomish County sites are approved and fully developed, more than 1,500 

turbines could be installed to provide about 100 megawatts. That’s about 20 percent of the amount of 
power used by Clark Public Utilities customers.  

Riding the waves  

The second type of ocean energy under development in the Northwest is wave energy. While this type 
of energy is more difficult to develop than tidal energy, the potential is much greater.  

The Electric Power Research Institute estimates that waves off the Washington, Oregon and California 
coasts could produce from 250 to 500 billion kilowatt-hours a year. The nation uses about 4 trillion 
kilowatt-hours of electricity every year.  



Finavera Renewables, a Vancouver, B.C., company that’s developing two projects in Washington and 
Oregon, says ocean wave energy has the potential to become commercially viable quicker than other 
renewable technologies.  

The company has received a federal permit to begin preliminary work on what could be a 100-
megawatt wave park in the Pacific Ocean west of Coos County, Ore. The company has also applied for 
a permit to build a 1-megawatt demonstration project in Makah Bay in Clallam County.  

Finavera’s buoy uses a pump to convert wave energy into pressurized water, which is directed into a 
turbine driving an electrical generator. The company’s concept is to cluster the buoys and said they 
would be visible to allow for safe navigation, but no more noticeable than a small fleet of fishing boats.  

Last month PNGC Power, a consortium of 15 electric cooperatives, agreed to work with Ocean Power 
Technologies to develop a project near Reedsport, Ore. Ocean Power Technologies, a New Jersey-
based company, plans to float a buoy about the size of a semi trailer in the Pacific Ocean.  

Next month, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission will hold a technical conference in Portland to 

review a plan to streamline the licensing process for pilot projects using new hydropower technologies 
such as ocean energy. FERC’s goal is to complete licensing in as little as six months, considerably 
faster than the present process.  

There’s much to be learned from these projects. Researchers will be looking at technical and economic 
feasibility along with the environmental impacts. If the results look good, perhaps in a few years we’ll 
have yet another kind of water power keeping our homes comfortable.  
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