Cassia County is right to worry about proposed high-voltage power line

Draw a straight line from Glenrock, Wyo., to Melba, Idaho, and it doesn't run through the agricultural heart of Cassia County. So residents there are justified in asking if there isn't a better route for a proposed 230- or 500-kilovolt electrical transmission line.

Rocky Mountain Power and Idaho Power plan to build a $2 billion high-voltage line from a substation near Glenrock, east of Casper, to another substation near Melba, west of Boise. Nearly 60 miles of transmission line would run through private property in Cassia County, and local folks aren't happy about it.

They've even organized a group, Move It!, to persuade the utilities to move the line north of the Snake River and run it across public Bureau of Land Management ground.

There's no doubt that the line must be built; it's absolutely essential to southern Idaho's economy to have access to more electricity. It's just a question of the route.

So Idaho Power and Rocky Mountain Power must at least answer two questions about the impact on those who live near the planned high-voltage line.

1. Is it safe? Most, but not all, the research says humans and animals are not adversely affected by electromagnetic radiation from proximity to high-voltage power lines. But there are studies that have implicated power lines in leukemia, neurogenerative diseases, miscarriage, birth defects and clinical depression.

No one would be allowed to build or live under the lines, but ground there would be farmed. It's indisputable that farmers who work around high-voltage lines are at greater risk of accidental electrocution.

2. Will it damage farm equipment? Electric and magnetic fields from power lines will induce a current in any conductor through which they pass, and they can overload and destroy nearby electrical equipment. That's a potential problem in heavily irrigated Cassia County, since the transmission lines would run above hundreds of pumps, sprinkler lines and farm implements, most of which use electronic components.

The two utilities do have a north-of-the-river, 500-kilovolt line planned from American Falls to Shoshone, so there's a potential alternate route for the main transmission line. It's unclear, though, whether that would be cost-effective.

One way or another, the line will be built - by condemning private property as a last-resort. But it doesn't need to come to that.

Cassia County farmers are just concerned about the health of their kids and protecting their ability to make a living. Idaho Power and Rocky Mountain Power must demonstrate they care about those things too.
