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June 20, 2012

Bureau of Land Management
Las Cruces District Office
Southline Transmission Project
Attention:  Tom Hurshman, Project Manager
1800 Marquess St
Las Cruces, NM  88005 
RE:  Cochise County Preliminary Comments: Southline Transmission Project
Dear Mr. Hurshman,
The Cochise County Board of Supervisors would like to thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on the proposed Southline Transmission Project. We understand that the project is still in the scoping phase, and it is important to have our comments addressed and our questions answered at this critical early stage. The County recently registered as a Coordinating Agency with your Bureau, and we look forward to participating throughout the NEPA process in our capacity as a Coordinating Agency. 
The County recognizes the benefits that Southline will offer, including facilitating access to significant renewable energy resources, improving grid reliability and helping to maturate regional energy distribution infrastructure by connecting to 11 substations along its route. These multiple substation connections would also conceivably help in providing full service to southeastern Arizona.  We do, however, have a number of questions pertaining to several aspects of the project, including the scope, location of proposed lines, easement status and life-span of the project, among others: 
1. Please provide more details regarding the status of proposed and expanded rights-of-way throughout the project area. For example: will local users and providers have the ability to connect to any of the new lines?  Will the rights-of-way be exclusive? Will any signage be allowed within these rights-of-way?  We have discussed the project with Planning staff from the City of Benson, who expressed concern regarding the proposed upgrades through the City. Due to the likelihood of eminent domain actions in the Benson area, the sound and EM impacts, as well as the proximity to the City’s wastewater treatment plant and golf course, the City provided comments suggesting that the alternative route, along the Butterfield-Pantaño line, be used. The County agrees, in that using this alternative would also mean that the upgrades would take place north of the J-Six/Mescal Community, along the Cochise/Pima County boundary. Such an alternative would also situate the upgrades on state lands, which could minimize eminent domain considerations.

2. Please provide information as to the estimated operative life span, startup and maintenance operations over the span of the project. For instance, will new roads be required?  How much land do you estimate will need to be cleared to accommodate new lines?  What will be the maintenance schedule for the new and upgraded lines?

3. We note with some concern your private land right-of-way utilization estimate of approximately 31 per cent. Please provide information regarding easements through private lands for new and upgraded lines. For example: Do you anticipate significant eminent domain actions as part of this project? Have you considered alternatives that would incorporate a greater amount of state and/or federal land for the project?

4. We understand that Southline intends to minimize land disturbances by utilizing areas already designated for transmission lines. This appears to be the case through much of Cochise County.  It appears from the information we currently have that the proposed line will join existing easements in the vicinity of the Redtail substation northeast of Willcox, Arizona, and that all activities west of that point will utilize or expand existing easements.  Southline does not appear to have significant environmental impacts and would not threaten any sensitive environmental areas in southeastern Arizona.  However, much of the distance for new lines appears to traverse areas east of Willcox along lands which appear to be so far undisturbed. Please confirm this and provide, where applicable, a rationale for why the new lines should not travel along existing easements as in the western half of the County.

5. Perhaps the most sensitive issue associated with Southline are concerns associated with electromagnetic field (EMF) generation and the effects, if any, on nearby communities.  Southline proposes increased transmission tower height as well as a significant increase in the number of power lines, likely resulting in a corresponding increase in EMF strength.  Although the EMF strengths surrounding Southline’s new higher-voltage lines will apparently be below maximum national standards for human health, we suggest modeling EMF levels near to power lines to determine the possible effects and presenting data in easy to understand formats to help illustrate how EMF strength declines as distance from lines increases and comparing current strengths with those anticipated.  Providing this data and conveying it graphically, for example, would be more effective in allaying public concern than solely stating that generated EMFs are safe.  The most sensitive areas in Cochise County are the comparatively more populated areas near to Benson and the J-6/Mescal communities to the west.  One method of mitigating this potential would be to employ compact line technologies in more densely populated areas where Southline is proposed in order to reduce the size of energy-related infrastructure and minimize EMF levels.  In addition, there is concern that Southline would generate undue EMF interference which would consequently impact Ft. Huachuca’s Electronic Proving Ground (EPG).  The EPG overlays almost the entire western third of Cochise County, extending northward from the international border through the City of Benson to just south of the northern boundary of the County.  It is important to have a dialogue with Ft. Huachuca throughout the process to ensure that the Southline Project is in accord with Ft. Huachuca’s mission. 

6. Lastly, relative to NEPA – are the Southline and SunZia two separate and distinct projects or should they be analyzed in a single EIS?   There are overlapping issues and resources that currently are being addressed in the two separate EISs.  Please outline the rationale for this decision.

Again, the County thanks you for the opportunity to comment on this important proposal.  We look forward to continued participation in the Southline project throughout the NEPA process. 

Sincerely,



Richard R. Searle
Chairman, Cochise County Board of Supervisors


Cc: 	Michael J. Ortega, County Administrator
James E. Vlahovich, Deputy County Administrator
Carlos De La Torre, Community Development Director
Public Lands Advisory Committee
Gretchen Kent, PAIO Chief, Ft. Huachuca
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