	

	


Task force to map out its own power corridor

Questions remain of how authority can be used

By Laurie Welch

Times-News writer

HEYBURN - About 20 commissioners from five Idaho counties agreed to forge ahead in creating a corridor for incoming utilities. The precedent-setting move was prompted by a utility company's recently proposed transmission project.

"If you fail," said Cassia County Gateway West Task Force Chairman Brent Stoker, "all local efforts to control this will become null and void."

Stoker said both state and federal legislation that includes the American Clean Energy and Security Act of 2009 is waiting in the wings to take control away from the counties and designate routes for power-line projectsthat support President Obama's energy plan.

Thursday's meeting called by the Cassia County Gateway West Task Force included commissioners from Cassia, Twin Falls, Oneida, Power and Bannock counties, along with Owyhee County and Utah's Box Elder County officials, power company officials and representatives from the offices of Sens. Mike Crapo and James Risch.

"I hope you see the principle (of the plan) because you're not going to agree on the concept," Stoker said about the possible disagreement in county entry and exit points. "Don't let our local authority slip away from us."

Stoker said a coalition of counties has never established a corridor for utilities in Idaho or enacted ordinances regardinga corridor's use. So alleyes in Boise and Washington D.C. are watching, he said.

Idaho Power and Rocky Mountain Power's Gateway West proposed project would run 1,150 miles of 230- and 500-kilovolt power lines from a substation near Glenrock, Wyo. to another station near Melba. Under the company's proposed route 70 miles of line would run through Cassia County, with 60 miles on private property.

The task force's favored alternative route enters Cassia County near Sublett, runs south toward Bridge and then south of Moulton along the Idaho-Utah state line. The route crosses U.S. Forest Service and U.S. Bureau of Land Management ground, as well as some privately-owned land.

Cassia County Commissioner Clay Handy said the task force's plan is to have each county agree to entry and exit points of the transmission corridor suggested by neighboring counties, submit the unified plan to the Bureau of Land Management before the Sept. 4, cut-off date for alternative route proposals and then have each county put in place ordinances regarding the use of the established corridors.

Handy said if such a unified plan is submitted by the counties the BLM will support it.

Rocky Mountain Power Gateway West Project Manager Pam Anderson said it was refreshing to see the counties gathered together in search of a solution.

"You can't do this independently of one another," Anderson said. "The fact that you are here together speaks loudly about the caliber of people in Idaho."

Box Elder County Commissioner Jay Hardy said if the counties establish the corridor, the land underneath it becomes worthless to the owner. So it's uncertain who will buy the right-of-way - the power companies or the counties who have established the corridors.

Twin Falls County Commissioner George Urie said other issues to consider include how much authority counties actually have in establishing a corridor since it is unprecedented, and how much counties will commit financially if legal issues arise.

"Are we going to step up or not?" Urie asked.

In spite of the looming questions, all of the commissioners agreed to get on board with the plan and establish county entry and exit points for the corridor by Aug. 17 and meet on Aug. 24 to sign a memorandum of understanding that will outline the cooperation between the counties on the project.

Laurie Welch may be reached at lwelch@magicvalley.com or 208-677-8767.
