Big power line controversy

Underneath the way it's been handled lies question: Is it needed?

The word "huge" aptly describes just about everything about the proposed electrical transmission line that would run from northeast California down the Central Valley into the Modesto and Turlock irrigation districts and over to the Bay Area.

The 500-kilovolt line would stretch more than 600 miles, through more than a dozen counties and across thousands of privately-owned properties. The towers would stand up to 150 feet high. And the estimated cost starts at $1.3 billion, but likely will far exceed that.

Size and cost alone make this project controversial, but it has become even hotter because, so far, it has been handled so poorly by the people who want to build it, the Transmission Agency of Northern California. TANC is a joint powers agency comprised of 15 publicly owned utilities, including the MID and TID. The agency's commission is chaired by MID's general manager, Allen Short. 
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Modesto Bee - Purple Mountain Majesty: Early-rising valley residents were treated to a preview of summer a few minutes before sunup on Tuesday. This scene along Emery Road east of Oakdale shows an old windmill and water tank silhouetted against Hetch Hetchy and OID power transmission lines. Seasonal warm temps are forecast into the weekend. 

· ABOUT THIS PROJECT



• Who: Proposed by the Transmission Agency of Northern California, consisting of 15 public utilities, including the Modesto and Turlock irrigation districts. Partners in this specific project are the MID, TID, the Sacramento Municipal Utilities District, the cities of Redding and Santa Clara and the Western Area Power Administration

• What: A 600-mile transmission line from Lassen County to Turlock and Santa Clara. It will be a pipeline for power to move from yet-to-be-built solar and wind farms to customers of the partner utilities. Further, the partners likely will make profit from transmitting electricity for other utilities.

• Why: To help the partner utilities achieve state mandates for more power from renewable sources and to improve reliability of electrical service.

• When: Public comment period on scoping maps closes July 30. About eight months later, new alignments will be released, followed by another comment period. Then preparation of the environmental reviews and a public comment period. Estimated completion date is 2014 or later.

• Who pays: Customers of the partner utilities, including MID and TID.

• To comment: Send to David Young, National Environmental Policy Act document manager, Western Area Power Administration, Sierra Nevada Region, 114 Parkshore Drive, Folsom 95360 or e-mail TTPEIS@wapa.gov or fax to 916-353-4772.

• For more info:
Project developers: www.tanc.us
Opponents: www.stoptanc.com
Background on renewable energy issue statewide: www.energy.ca.gov/renewables
Not surprisingly, landowners all the way from Lassen and Shasta to Stanislaus and Tuolumne counties are upset -- and angry -- at the prospect of a huge transmission line and towers crossing their property.

To be sure, it will be ugly. It will tarnish scenic vistas. It will interfere with farming. And then there are lingering safety concerns about electromagnetic fields.

In addition, many property owners say they were not properly notified of the "scoping" meetings. The uproar is exacerbated by the fact that preliminary maps show multiple routes and swaths 1,000 feet wide, when in fact eventually there would a single route with rights of way of about 200 feet.

It's not just landowners who are upset; the anger extends to many organizations and elected bodies, including city councils and county supervisors. The chairman of the Yolo County Board of Supervisors spoke bluntly with Capitol Public Radio, saying the project should stop and start all over because Yolo officials were not adequately notified of the plans. 

The controversy is so great that TANC hired one of the state's premier lobbying-public relations firms and a second public relations consultant. TANC also has twice extended the comment period on the scoping maps. 

Those were good moves, but they came too late. It will take a lot of work and persuasive arguments to quell the storm -- and that will add to the cost of the project.

Short says TANC plans to add a step to the normal process. After reviewing the public comments, it will issue a new alignment; this one will do what the first one should have -- for example, avoiding schools and houses.

After the second route map is completed, the formal environmental review process will begin. Only after the EIR is done will the elected boards of the partner utilities make a final decision on whether to proceed. That most likely will be in 2011 or beyond.

Most of the opposition so far has focused on the route and the disruptive impacts of the transmission line. Common questions include, for example, whether all or parts of of the line could be put underground.

But some opponents also challenge the justifications for the project. Basically, there are two:

Renewable: California voters and legislators want more electricity to be produced from renewable resources (solar, wind and geothermal) rather than coal-burning power plants. 

Currently, utilities are expected to get 20 percent of their electricity from renewable sources; there's a push afoot to make it 33 percent.

Short argues that this project provides the best option to achieve the 33 percent. He cites a study showing that a solar panel on every rooftop in Modesto wouldn't generate enough power to meet the mandated level. 

