Transmission Line story by Renee

By Renee Wells
BURLEY – Officials from the Idaho Power Company and Rocky Mountain Power  were in town to sell their plan to put a transmission line through the middle of Cassia County, but were unsuccessful.
Meeting facilitator Rep. Scott Bedke asked that citizens show respect to the company officials who were in town to answer questions and present information about the Gateway West project, but local citizens’ anger and frustration were more than apparent throughout the meeting.
Idaho Power Company’s project manager, Todd Adams, explained that the company’s plan to come through central Cassia County was considered a necessity because the companies do not want to “put all our eggs in the same basket.”
Adams said placing the transmission line in the energy corridor that runs east and west across the desert north of Rupert would cause them to lose everything if they had a single power outage-creating incident.
“If we co-locate, the same event can take out both lines,” Adams said.
“We are also responsible to make it as economical as possible for our rate-payers.”
The entire project follows the NEPA process, Adams said, and is being proposed on a corridor that would be about 50 percent private land and 50 percent public lands. A draft EIS is expected out in late August.
Adams said the meeting held in Burley Monday was “too late for the draft,” but the comments and concerns would be taken into consideration in the final EIS.
He explained that the proposed line will be built to handle peak load, which is usually in July, during irrigation and air conditioning required times. Adams explained that the land used by the companies for the energy corridor would provide tax revenues to the counties through which it passes. But little he said had much effect on the more than 300 citizens who packed the Burley High School Little Theater to express their concerns about the plan.
A community-formed task force was introduced at the meeting by County Commissioner Dennis Crane. Chairman Brent Stoker spoke in behalf of the community, telling officials from the two companies that their plan is, essentially, unacceptable.
“We are reasonable people,” Stoker said.
“We recognize that transmission lines haven’t been built for years and we realize it is needed. We just feel there are better places.”
Stoker pointed out that, while the overall project may be split pretty much 50-50 between private and public lands, in Cassia County 76.4 percent of it would cross private property. He said it is an almost identical amount in Power County, directly to the east of Cassia County.
“You have affected us more than any other place,” he pointed out.
Stoker then turned to the audience and asked that the entire county stick together in their effort to protect local residents.
“Let’s not pit southern Cassia County against northern Cassia County,” he said.
Stoker said he felt the reason the companies had proposed a north and south route was so that the county would be divided.
“This seems to be their format with several counties,” Stoker said.
“They want us to be divided and arguing. The only way we can get this to the desert is to stay united.”
Stoker also pointed out that Idaho Power Company and Rocky Mountain Power are not the only companies proposing such projects through southern Idaho. He talked about a Canadian proposal that would take power to Las Vegas and travel much the same path through the county.
“We feel not just threatened by you, but by others lined up behind you,” Stoker said.
“We submit that this may be a challenge, but you have not done a thorough enough study on a northern corridor. Where are the studies?  I hope this meeting today motivates you, for we view this as the fox watching the hen house.”
Local residents questioned the medical safety of people living near such large transmission lines and were assured by IPCo officials that there are no definitive studies that link such lines to cancer or other illnesses.
Adams pointed out that landowners would be compensated for their property on a piece by piece basis.
“There is no set formula,” Adams said.   “It will be fair to the property owner, but there is no set amount.”
This brought up concerns from homeowners that the value of their homes could be diminished by the transmission line.
Adams agreed that no one wants a transmission line built near their property.
“We have never announced one of these and had someone stand up and say ‘pick me,’ but we can’t build it across all public lands.”
Not only are there no constant corridors of public property, but Adams alluded to the cost of putting the lines on public lands. The ticket was in the range of $1.5 million per mile.
When Raft River resident Lyn Steadman asked the power representatives how they would proceed if the entire group tells them no, the audience broke forth with applause, to which Bedke called for more respect to the guests from the electrical companies.
Oakley resident Doug Pickett stood and told the company officials that, while their service is valued, he felt the process was too far along to be holding a meeting such as they were attending.
“You are well too far along to be holding this hearing,” Pickett said.
“We can have no comments in the draft EIS and Idaho Power Company bears the burden of this fact. You owe it to us to provide data for a northern route.”
Pickett pointed out that there is a “no action” alternative that has not been mentioned.
Citizen after citizen spoke out against the Cassia County “preferred route,”  prompting Tetra Tech official Jim Nickerson to beseech the residents to help find the best route.
“If the northern route doesn’t work, you need to help us find a viable route,” Nickerson said.
Some questioned were asked that simply could not be answered. Residents questioned issues on static electricity, asking if the companies were going to be willing to bear the burden of liability for every tractor, pivot wheel, person, and piece of machinery or object that could be affected by static.
They questioned who would bear the burden if a fire presented a flashover scenario.  Burley area farmer Kent Searle pointed out that although local landowners have made an effort to get information and answers from Idaho Power about the project, they have been snubbed.
“It’s too bad this meeting didn’t happen 16 months ago,” Searle said.
“This hasn’t been transparent. You are not taking this nearly as seriously as you should. You say you have to be responsible to the ratepayers, but you are making money at the expense of the people in Cassia County.”
Searle told about a letter he sent asking questions in February. He was assured that IPCo officials would respond within days to his questions, but he said he is still waiting for those answers.
“How are we doing on the response due Feb. 20th?” Searle asked.
Searle also accused the company of sending people onto his private property to gather data after he had expressly told them they could not come onto his land.
“You don’t respect the rights of the people of Cassia County,” Searle told them.
When county commissioners were asked how many local residents were affected by this proposal, Brent Stoker was the one who was able to provide data.
“There are 680 parcels of private ground belonging to 163 landowners across 58 miles of private property,” Stoker supplied.
“The companies have crossed a total of 14.3 miles of Forest Service land, total, and while there is considerably more BLM land, 400 + acres total, note that there is 58 miles of private ground in Cassia County alone that is being affected.”
Turning to the crowd, Stoker beseeched, “You must lock them out.”
The meeting lasted the full two hours planned, and people were invited to pick up additional information about the project that was being provided by the companies in the hallway outside the Little Theater.
Although no additional meetings were announced, local officials urged the residents to get comment cards and to make their concerns known to Idaho Power Company, Rocky Mountain Power and the BLM and Forest Service about the proposed alternative. 
