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MUNICIPAL BONDS ALLOW EWEB TO CONTINUE WITH CONSERVATION 

PROGRAMS DESPITE BPA BUDGET CUTS 
 

 On the authorization of the citizens of Eugene, Oregon and the city of Eugene, the 

Eugene Water and Electric Board (EWEB) proceeded in August 2010 with the sale of $17 

million in electric revenue bonds in order to continue to finance a portion of The Conservation 

Project, an EWEB weatherization program which provides financial assistance to customers with 

electrically-heated homes to install insulation and other weatherization measures in order to 

conserve energy. 

 The sale of the electric revenue bonds was delayed for two years due to the concerns 

raised by the U.S. Treasury Department. Originally initiated because of potential Bonneville 

Power Administration (BPA) measures to reduce budgets, crippling region wide funding for 

conservation programs, EWEB’s ability to strike a deal allows its current weatherization 

programs to continue thriving.  

“The bond financing project was undertaken because EWEB had been looking for ways 

to continue to meet the demonstrated customer need for residential weatherization,” said EWEB 

General Manager Roger Grey.  

 EWEB and BPA proceeded with the conservation bond project immediately following 

federal approval. Under the agreed terms, the bonds sold are unconditionally guaranteed by BA 

and do not in any way affect taxes in the city of Eugene. The plan assures low cost 

weatherization benefits to another 9,000 EWEB customers and a projected savings of 41 million 

kilowatt hours per year over a three-year period. 
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EWEB’S LEGACY OF CONSERVATION LEADS TO HISTORIC INNOVATION 
 
 For over 33 years, EWEB has actively helped its customers conserve energy. Since 1981, 

EWEB has provided an aggressive residential weatherization program including home energy 

analyses, financing for installation of cost-effective measures and inspection of installed 

services, as well as many other conservation programs including commercial and industrial 

weatherization.  

When BPA announced in June 2009 that it would cut home weatherization funding under 

its “Buy-Back” program to Northwest utilities, EWEB was determined to avoid potential rate 

increases for its customers as well as decreases in financial assistance for conservation programs. 

At the time, EWEB’s weatherization program was moving along at twice the rate that would 

have been allowed under BPA’s new conventional financing agreement.  

“The cutbacks would have left many Eugene residents with homes audited for 

weatherization needs waiting up to eight years for financial assistance,” said Grey. “BPA budget 

cuts over the next three years were expected to reduce conservation funding by 20 percent in 

2011, 40 percent in 2012 and 55 percent in 2013.”   

As an alternative, BPA and EWEB negotiated an agreement that would allow the Eugene 

utility’s Home Weatherization Buy-Back Program to continue at the current levels through a 

“pilot program.” The agreement would provide conservation funding over a three-year period. 

 At the same time that BPA was offering EWEB a new contract with reduced funding, the 

agency was also looking for new ways to finance conservation programs; one approach 

considered was financing through tax exempt bonds, which would allow Northwest utilities to 

create funds for conservation programs. EWEB and BPA subsequently met in February 2008 to 

discuss this eventual solution. 
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 With this new plan, EWEB would sell the bonds at low interest and use the money as a 

predictable source of financing its home weatherization program. BPA would repay the bonds, 

fulfilling its Congressional mandate to encourage conservation, while minimizing its debt 

repayment.  

“In essence, BPA would use EWEB’s good credit rating for the ratepayer’s benefit,” said 

Grey. The bond issue was ultimately approved by the voters of Eugene, Oregon in September 

2008 and would become the first and largest of its kind ever issued for energy conservation in 

the U.S, says Grey. 

CONSERVATION BOND SALE PUT ON HOLD DUE TO U.S TREASURY CONCERNS 

 However, in November 2008, Congress introduced legislation limiting the use of private-

purpose, tax-exempt bonds, delaying the sale of the conservation bonds until an amendment 

giving BPA the ability to guarantee payment of tax-exempt bonds was approved. “Treasury 

Department officials had reservations about the conservation bond proposal.” Said Grey. “They 

argued that the conservation bonds would use tax exempt credit for a private purpose.” 

 In response to the U.S. Treasury’s concerns, EWEB officials pointed out that “a utility’s 

bond-financed program to weatherize private homes is no different then a school district’s bond 

issue to build a new school.” EWEB officials argued that in both cases, a publicly owned entity 

puts its credit to work for the benefit of private citizens, while private contractors are awarded 

the construction job; however, school construction is not viewed as the private use of tax exempt 

financing. 

 Finally, at the request of Oregon’s Senator Ron Wyden, the Treasury Department 

reconsidered its position in February 2009. The tax-exempt status of the conservation bonds then 

needed the approval by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) to allow the bond sale to proceed 

under Section 9.f of the Northwest Power Planning Act. The approval was obtained in August, 

2010. 



EWEB CUSTOMERS AVOID ANNUAL RATE INCREASES BY PURSUING 
CONSERVATION PROGRAMS 

The conservation bond financing agreement was pursued by EWEB and BPA for three 

major reasons: (1) conservation is less expensive both economically and environmentally than 

other new resources, thus holding down the total cost of the Northwest electric system; (2) 

conservation could be implemented sooner than other resources and could be increased as 

electricity demand grew; (3) conservation helps customers reduce their electric consumption and 

combat rising electric bills.  

“Because EWEB’s customers have demonstrated their interest in continuing a high-level 

residential weatherization program in the face of a threatened 50 percent budget cut in funding 

by BPA, we felt it was necessary to get this deal done,” said Grey. 

Reportedly the only electric revenue bonds sold in the U.S. for conservation projects, the 

bonds are unconditionally guaranteed by BPA and do not affect EWEB electric rates or taxes in 

the City of Eugene. The bond sale was unique in that conservation has never before been funded 

through tax-exempt bonds. Also, using EWEB’s status as a qualified, tax-exempt entity and its 

good credit rating, the bonds were sold at a much lower interest cost then BPA would have paid 

if borrowing from the U.S. Treasury.  

EWEB ratepayers will have their homes weatherized and will be spared some future 

power plant construction costs. The federal power marketing agency’s agreement to repay the 

conservation bonds will save an estimated $1.8 million. “This new deal will not only save money 

for EWEB customers, but it can also pave the way for other utility companies to continue with 

conservation programs,” said Grey.  

In addition to saving money and accelerating EWEB’s current weatherization program, 

the bond sale will allow for more funds to help other conservation programs. “The savings 

EWEB and BPA have created will lead to the exploration of different conservation programs, as 

well as enhancing current programs,” said Grey. 
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EWEB DRAWS BLUEPRINT FOR OTHER UTILITY CONSERVATION PROGRAMS 
 
 When first approached about financing conservation through the sale of tax-free 

municipal bonds, EWEB negotiated a clause in the agreement with BPA that the conservation 

bond measure would be a “pilot” project to allow the Eugene utility to demonstrate a tax-exempt 

bond program and, if successful, BPA could possibly offer other utilities in the region a chance 

to participate in similar programs, especially if it was proven to save money in developing a 

regional conservation resource. 

 With other utilities in the Northwest facing the same federal cutbacks, BPA felt the 

conservation bond procedure that was developed with EWEB could lead to a solution of a 

serious budgeting problem.  

“The process of obtaining federal approval for the purpose of selling tax exempt bonds to 

finance conservation programs have been facilitated,” said EWEB Treasurer Jim Origliosso. 

“Any conservation bond requests utilizing our approved methodology should now be readily 

approved by the Treasury Department and the IRS.” 

 Ultimately, EWEB’s conservation bond project may allow other Northwest utilities 

caught in the same financial pinch to pursue long-term weatherization programs. Ratepayers in 

other parts of the Northwest may be able to have their homes weatherized, keeping their electric 

bills down and sparing them future power plant construction costs. And, assuming good credit 

ratings, individual utilities may have their conservation bonds backed by BPA. 
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