Cassia Co. residents ask for less intrusive Gateway plan

By Damon Hunzeker
Times-News writer

BURLEY - When Cassia County residents spoke out about Idaho Power's proposed Gateway West project two weeks ago, property owners were defiant and outraged. A smaller meeting, held Monday at Burley City Hall, attracted about 50 focused people who simply asked the power company to adopt a less intrusive plan.

The Gateway West proposal is comprised of 500,000-watt power lines costing nearly $2 billion that would extend from a substation near Glenrock, Wyo., to another station near Melba.

Nearly 60 miles of transmission line would run through private property in Cassia County.

Idaho Power expects to begin work in 2011, with portions of the project scheduled for completion by 2014.

Dave Angell, the planning manager for Idaho Power, provided detailed reasons for the necessity of the project.

Angell explained how massive portions of the nation are linked together and that an earthquake in California can cause a blackout in Idaho.

The peak load for Idaho Power is 3,200 megawatts, and the company needs to eventually come up with about 3,000 more megawatts, according to Angell.

Compared to other forms of generating additional power, he said, transmission lines allow power companies to diversify sources of energy.

He said the system is stressed and poised for facility outages. If that happens, causing blackouts elsewhere, the economic impact would be significant enough for the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission to reduce the amount of power provided by the current system.

"The federal government just doesn't want to put up with it anymore," Angell said, referring to the East Coast blackout in 2003.

Nobody in the audience, including members of the Cassia County Gateway West Task Force recently appointed by county commissioners, suggested the project should be abandoned or that power is unnecessary - they just don't want nearly 200-foot-high transmission towers on their property.

Concerns cited by property owners ranged from effects on livestock to property values - but mostly, people wanted Idaho Power to develop a plan to erect the transmission lines as far away from private land as possible and to minimize the impact on the area.

"We didn't expect them to say, 'You've got the brightest idea in the world. We'll go there,'" Task Force Chairman Brent Stoker said after Monday's meeting. "But basically we're asking them to look farther north and farther south on public lands. It would add more miles, but they haven't even looked yet. If they'll put a good-faith effort forward, I'll recognize some sincerity."

Because Idaho Power is a quasi-government agency, it retains the right to condemn property - but the matter would still have to be argued in court.

"If they want to lock horns and bring lawyers into it, that would only benefit the lawyers," Stoker said. "We're already spending a considerable amount of our time on this. We don't get paid to attend these meetings - they do. But we'll see where it goes."

Additional meetings at 2 p.m. on Mondays will be held in the Burley City Council Chambers at City Hall until a compromise is reached.

Damon Hunzeker may be reached at dhunzeker@magicvalley.com or 208-677-8764.

