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White Paper #5: SunZia Project 

Project Sponsor: SunZia Transmission LLC  

 5 participants: Salt River Project (SRP), Shell 
Wind Energy, Southwestern Power Group, Tri-
State Generation and Transmission Association 
(Tri-State), and Tucson Electric Power (TEP) 

Project Status: Scoping completed; Draft EIS pending 

Location: Arizona, New Mexico 

Project Location 

The SunZia Transmission Project would include up to two 500-kV transmission lines within a 
460-mile or greater corridor. The project is proposed to originate in central New Mexico near 
Corona (southeast of Albuquerque), and terminate at the planned Pinal South Substation near 
Coolidge in Pinal County, Arizona. The study area heads south from Corona towards Las Cruces, 
New Mexico, and then west into southern Arizona. See illustration (inset map). A route map is 
provided in a separate file.  

Project Schedule 

Table 1 illustrates the project sponsor’s original development schedule compared to the actual 
project schedule.  

Table 1. Schedule as Proposed vs. Actual   

Process Steps  Original Schedule Actual Date 

Pre-filing consultation or meetings with state and federal lead 
permitting agencies 

  

Submittal of Plan of Development (POD)/Application to BLM or 
other federal lead  agency 

  

Submittal of Application to state or local permitting agency/agencies 
of general jurisdiction 

  

Determinations that POD/Applications are complete   

Issuance of Notice of Intent to prepare an Environmental Impact 
Statement and of any comparable state-level notice 

 May 29, 2009 

Definition of Study Area   
Initial Study Area- 2009; Expanded 

Study Area- 2009-2010; 

Scoping Meetings and Publication of Scoping Report  

Scoping report- April 2010; 
appended Scoping Report for 

expanded study area in AZ and NM 
not available 

Publication of Draft EIS and of any state-level environmental review 
document/s 

Winter 2010 
New Projected Date: mid-March 

2012 

 End of public comment period on Draft EIS and on any state-level 
environmental review document/s 

  

Publication of Final EIS and of any final state-level environmental 
review document/s 

Fall 2011  

Publication of Record of Decision and  all public agency approvals Spring 2012  

Appeals or legal challenges   
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Table 1. Schedule as Proposed vs. Actual   

Process Steps  Original Schedule Actual Date 

Start of construction 2013  

Energizing transmission line 2016  

Project Purpose and Need 

The SunZia Project would provide access to solar, wind, and geothermal energy resources in 
Arizona and New Mexico, and transport primarily renewable energy to customers and markets 
across the Desert Southwest. The project would enable development of “stranded” renewable 
resources, as the Sponsors believe that primarily renewable generators will request 
interconnection to SunZia when its capacity becomes available. The project would help meet 
renewable energy standards for public utilities in Arizona (15% by 2025) and New Mexico (20% 
by 2020).   

The project would increase electrical transfer capacity in the region, as well as increase the 
reliability of the existing extra-high voltage transmission system. In addition, with proposed 
substations along the route, the project would serve communities in southern Arizona and 
southern New Mexico – rather than provide power only to the endpoints. Potential 
intermediate stations include SunZia-South (in Luna County, NM), Willow (in Graham County, 
AZ), and Tortolita (in Pinal County, AZ); other locations are to be determined.   

Rationale for Sponsor’s Selection of its Proposed Route 

SunZia states that its proposed route maximizes use of public lands managed by the BLM, 
Arizona State Land Department and New Mexico State Land Office – with over 80% of the route 
on public lands (SunZia Transmission LLC 2011). They state that routes followed other linears as 
much as possible. However, with publication of the DEIS pending, current documents available 
for the SunZia project do not provide a detailed rationale for the proposed route versus 
alternate routes. In response to scoping comments, preliminary studies, and consultations with 
interested parties, the BLM has noted that it will consider potential alternative routes in the 
following areas in particular:  

 Arizona: within Pima County in the Tucson area and west of the San Pedro River 

 New Mexico: within Lincoln, Torrance, Valencia, and Socorro counties north of Socorro will 
be evaluated (EPG 2010) 

NEPA and State Processes 

Table 2 lists the permits required and responsible agencies.  Five BLM Field Offices and nine 
cooperating agencies (denoted by *) are involved in the review of the project.  
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Table 2. Agencies Involved and Permits Required 

Permit Name Responsible Agency Reason 

FEDERAL AGENCIES   

ROW Grant Authorization 
Temporary Use Permit 
Antiquities and Cultural Resources 
Use Permit 
Plan of Development 
Notice to Proceed 

NEPA LEAD AGENCY: U.S. 
Department of Interior - Bureau of 
Land Management 

 

Consultation with the Department of 
Defense Energy Siting Clearinghouse 

Department of Defense 

Received feedback from the Clearinghouse on 
May 11, 2011 that the BLM is evaluating route 
alignments that do not conflict with military 
operations. Consultation will be on-going 
throughout the NEPA process.  

Section 404 Permit  U.S. Army Corp of Engineers* Clean Water Act, 33 USC 1341 
Section 10, Rivers and Harbors Act permit 

Biological Assessment, Section 7 
Consultation, Biological Opinion 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service* Endangered Species Act 16 USC 1531-1544 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act and Eagle Protection 
Act 
Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act 

 BLM Paleontological Resources Preservation Act 

 White Sands Missile Range*  

 Holloman Air Force Base*  

 Ft. Bliss Army Base*  

 National Park Service*  

STATE & LOCAL AGENCIES ARIZONA  

Certificate of Environmental 
Compatibility 

Arizona Corporation Commission  

Right-of-way leases  Arizona State Land Department*   

Section 106 Consultation 
Arizona State Historic 
Preservation Office 

 

 
Arizona State Game & Fish 
Department* 

 

Potential conditional use 
Greenlee, Graham, and Pinal 
Counties 

Construction and operation of transmission lines 

STATE & LOCAL AGENCIES NEW MEXICO  

Certificate of Public Convenience and 
Necessity 

New Mexico Public Regulation 
Commission 

 

Right-of-way leases  New Mexico State Land Office*  

Section 106 Consultation 
New Mexico State Historic 
Preservation Office 

 

Potential conditional use Lincoln, Socorro, Sierra, Luna, 
Grant, and Hidalgo Counties 

Construction and operation of transmission lines 
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Alternatives Evaluated 

The Draft EIS, where alternatives will be evaluated in detail, is pending for the SunZia project. 
Available project maps (provided in a separate file) depict alternative routes throughout the 
study area, as follows:  

 New Mexico Portion: There is one alternative route following the east side of the White 
Sands Missile Range (the proposed route is on the west side of the Range), as well as some 
shorter alternative segments near Elephant Butte.  

 Southwestern New Mexico Portion: For this portion of the project from the Midpoint 
Substation in New Mexico to the Arizona border, an alternative route is depicted running east 
to west, mostly to the south of the proposed route. The study area in this portion is 
approximately 20 miles wide.  

 Arizona Portion: There are numerous alternative segments and sub-segments, particularly in 
the San Manuel and Tucson areas, but through the study area. The alternatives (along with 
the proposed route) avoid the Coronado National Forest, Saguaro National Park, San Xavier 
Indian Reservation, and other features.  

Proposed alternative routes at this point comprise approximately 2,400 miles. There is basically 
a northern route and a southern route with various connection options in valleys between the 
two routes. 

Major Issues of Concern to Stakeholders 

Based on the project’s October 2009 newsletter, comments on initial study area primarily 
concerned the following (EPG 2009): 

 The purpose of and need for the project, including whether the project will actually deliver 
renewable power 

 Potential impacts resulting from the proposed transmission line(s) in the areas of the San 
Pedro River Valley, Aravaipa/Klondyke, Bosque del Apache/San Antonio, and the Rio Grande 
corridor.  

 Impacts to migrating Sandhill Cranes, the endangered Southwestern Willow Flycatcher and the 
candidate species Yellow-billed Cuckoo, are of concern from  routes crossing the Rio Grande near 
the Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge or in the Middle Rio Grande Valley.   

 Support for location of the proposed transmission line project within existing linear corridors 

 Potential impacts to wilderness, grazing/ranching operations, and private lands/property 
values 

 Potential for unauthorized off-road traffic and impacts to wildlife habitat and corridors due to 
the proposed project’s new access roads 

 Potential visual impacts as a result of new transmission lines and structures in scenic areas 
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 Potential effects on biological resources, especially waterfowl/migratory birds, special status 
species, and vegetation/grasslands 

 Potential impacts to cultural resources 

 Potential economic impacts as a result of new transmission lines 

In the Arizona portion of the project’s study area, comments expressed concern for the 
following key areas:  

 San Pedro River Valley 

 Galiuro Wilderness 

 Sulphur Springs Valley 

 Aravaipa/Klondyke 

 Mt. Graham/Safford 

 US 191 Corridor/San Simon Valley 

In New Mexico, numerous comments noted concerns regarding the location of the proposed 
route crossing the Rio Grande in the vicinity of the San Antonio community, north of the 
Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge.  

SunZia met with stakeholders (e.g., national environmental groups such as Sierra Club, 
Wilderness Society and Center for Biological Diversity) to identify and accommodate 
suggestions to lesson environmental impacts. Concerns of these organizations may be easier for 
an applicant to address than concerns identified by local grassroots organizations, where 
passion rather than data may prevail. 

Particular Permitting Challenges 

The Applicant is not yet pursuing any federal or state permits until public review of the DEIS has 
occurred and a defined route (alternative) is defined. Because the permitting process is not 
concurrent with the NEPA permitting, there is concern that alternatives may be developed after 
the Final EIS is published, and these alternatives may not have been adequately reviewed in the 
NEPA document. The Applicant testified before a Joint Oversight Hearing in Congress: 

If state or local siting orders result in routes that do not conform with the preferred 
alternative arising from the EIS, an interminable process can result causing expensive 
and time-consuming iteration among local, state and federal authorities” (Wray 2009). 

Other challenges may arise from the involvement of numerous cooperators.  In Arizona, Natural 
Resource Conservation Districts (NRCDs) have requested to be a “Coordinating Agency” but not 
a Cooperating Agency. The proposed transmission line does not cross tribal land so no ROWs on 
tribal land would be needed. However, tribes have weighed in on suggested alternative routes 
that would cross tribal land.  
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Schedule Deviations 

The original schedule called for the DEIS to be published in the winter of 2010. The BLM 
website now indicates that the DEIS will be released mid-March 2012.  

One delay factor voiced is that it takes time for BLM to identify the preferred route, and 
cooperating agencies may not have adequate information or incentive to comment until the 
route is defined, which then brings forth information that would have been to consider early 
on.  

As stated above, multiple agency involvement can also be time consuming.  With 5 BLM Field 
Offices and 9 Cooperating Agencies, the number of representatives at meetings can reach 50 or 
more, despite the fact that BLM limited each agency to 3 representatives. The military has 
taken an active role and has had strident views about natural security impacts (some of which 
are “classified”), particularly in relation to White Sands Missile Range. 

The Applicant has noted that individual staffers at some agencies who have specific concerns 
(in particular, environmental or species-related issues) can delay the process, even when 
project impacts on such resources are not clearly defined. While it is easy to avoid obvious “no-
go” areas like wilderness lands or endangered species, it is more difficult to address concerns of 
individual staff members that can affect project progress. [add reference] 

Appeals or Legal Challenges  

A Draft EIS has not yet been published for this project so it is premature for appeals or legal 
challenges to be filed. 

Discussion and Observations: Methods to Mitigate Permitting Delays 

State permitting following completion of the NEPA process could result in a route that was not 
fully analyzed in the NEPA document. One approach might be to include state utility agencies as 
Cooperating Agencies so that federal/state agreement on a final route can be made prior to 
issuance of the ROD. In 2011, SunZia proposed SB 1517 which originally would have allowed the 
BLM EIS to replace permitting by the Arizona Power Plant and Siting Committee but was 
subsequently amended to speed up the Arizona Corporation Commission review process. The 
bill failed.  

In an effort to address concerns raised by groups, SunZia contracted studies by the University of 
New Mexico that focus on avian bird activity, in addition to studies being conducted by New 
Mexico State University and the University of Arizona regarding the economic impact of the 
project. Although these studies are technically third party reviews, certain groups have 
expressed skepticism of these studies, because SunZia paid for them.  

More preemptive state planning could identify preferred transmission line routes. An effort 
underway by the State of New Mexico to gain a more prominent role in transmission planning, 
noted that:  



 Project #5 
WGA Transmission Siting – Task 1 SunZia Project 

 

 

2/7/12 7 

“Allowing private companies to place lines throughout the state has the potential of 
creating environmental and economic harm and would not facilitate the coordination of 
multiple line proposals to minimize impacts. Transmission corridors established by the 
state could ensure that the state’s interests are taken into consideration for all 
transmission line projects.” (NMTF 2010). 

The New Mexico Renewable Energy Transmission Authority (NMREAT) was statutorily created 
in 2007 and is tasked with planning and financing transmission lines with the state, with 30% of 
the power to be from renewable sources (Turner 2011). Similar authorities exist in Colorado, 
Wyoming, Kansas, North Dakota, Utah, South Dakota and Idaho. The NMREAT Board has 
entered into a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with Goldman Sachs to develop a 
collector system in Central New Mexico. The RETA Statute allows for the use of eminent 
domain (see SunZia comments on eminent domain below). 

SunZia has stated that a small portion of unperfected fee ROW can halt a project that has 
otherwise obtained all other permits to construct across federal and state lands and that 
Congress should examine remedies that would allow interstate transmission projects access to 
federal powers of eminent domain (Wray 2009). 

SunZia, in its testimony to Congress, also identified changes that would reduce the time 
required for a project to obtain a Record of Decision under NEPA (Wray 2009). These include 
the following:  

 Use a Programmatic Agreement (PA) to allow field studies to be completed after the ROD has 
been issued. The PA should indicate that Class I data from previous studies to support the 
NEPA documents and that Class II field surveys would occur after the ROD has been issued. 

 Use secondary biological resources (GIS technology, agency databases etc.) to support the 
analysis of alternatives and development of NEPA documents. Conduct field studies (in 
conjunction with developing the Construction Operation and Maintenance Plan – COM Plan) 
to identify location of impacts and appropriate mitigation prior to construction when routes 
are finalized, and more detailed engineering and project design are available. 

 Allow the COM Plan to be completed post-ROD and include a condition in the ROD that COM 
Plan be required before a Notice to Proceed with construction is issued by the agency. 

Key Project Contacts 

In developing the information presented in this report, the consultant team consulted with the 
people listed in Table 3 below. 

Table 3. Project Contacts 

Agency  / Company Name Telephone Email 

SunZia Transmission LLC Gary Crane (602) 808-2004 gcrane@southwesternpower.com 

BLM Adrian Garcia (505) 954-2199 agarcia@blm.gov 
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