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White Paper #10:  San Luis Valley-Calumet-
Comanche Project 

Project Sponsor: Tri-State Generation and Transmission 
Association 

Project Status: DEIS in progress 

Location: Colorado 

Project Location 

The San Luis-Valley-Calumet-Comanche Project would consist of approximately 95 miles of 
double-circuit 230 kV transmission line from the existing San Luis Valley Substation, north of 
Alamosa, to a new Calumet Substation near Walsenburg. Additionally, approximately 45 miles 
of double-circuit 345 kV transmission line would connect the proposed Calumet Substation and 
the existing Comanche Substation near Pueblo. Finally, approximately six miles of 230-kV 
transmission line would be constructed between the proposed Calumet Substation and the 
existing Walsenburg Substation. See illustration (inset map). A route map is presented on the 
last page of this report.  

Project Schedule 

Table 1 illustrates the project sponsor’s original development schedule compared to the actual 
project schedule. The Colorado PUC granted a Certificate of Public Convenience and Necessity 
in September 2011. 

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  2007 

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

 2008 

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

 2008 

Determinations that POD/Applications are complete   

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

 Aug. 3, 2009 

Scoping Meetings and Publication of Scoping Report  August 2009 

Publication of Draft EIS and of any state-level environmental review document/s 2012  

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

2012  

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

2012  

Publication of Record of Decision and  all public agency approvals 2012  

Appeals or legal challenges   

Start of construction 2014  

Energizing transmission line 2016  

Source: TSTGA  2009a, TSTGA 2010a, TSTGA 2010b, Xcel energy  
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Project Purpose and Need 

Recent growth of residential, business, and agricultural sectors in south central Colorado have 
caused the existing transmission infrastructure to reach its limit. Both existing transmission 
lines in the region are in close proximity to each other, and the resulting radial configuration is 
less than optimal from a reliability standpoint. Because of the single source nature of the 
existing transmission system, it does not provide the reliability benefits of redundant service 
(TSTGA 2010c). The proposed transmission line would deliver 1500 MW of electric power, 
improve reliability in and out of the region, relieve capacity constraints, and offer increased 
economic development opportunities through renewable energy investment (Xcel energy 
2011a). 

In addition, this project is needed to meet renewable energy state mandates including Colorado 
Senate Bill 07-100 that sets forth guidelines to build transmission projects that accommodate 
the development of renewable generation and Colorado's renewable portfolio standards  
(TSTGA 2010c).  

According to a 
newspaper article 
(Heide. 2011), another 
reason for constructing 
the new line is to 
establish redundancy for 
reliability purposes. 
Currently all of the 
power comes into the 
Valley from one 
direction, the north. 
Adding an east-west line 
would create a loop 
feed. There have 
apparently been rolling 
brownouts when 
farmers were irrigating 
in the summer. 

As of mid-2011, Xcel Energy was one of the two partners developing the project, but in 
November 2011, Xcel terminated its participation, citing changing assumptions about peak load 
growth, natural gas prices, and availability of tax credits (Xcel Energy 2011a). The other project 
developer, Tri-State Generation and Transmission Association of Westminster, remains as the 
project proponent (Heide 2011, Rocha 2011).  

In February 2012, Tri-State filed its 10-year transmission plan with the Colorado PUC (PUC 3627 
Transmission Projects), and included the San Luis Valley-Calumet-Comanche project on the list. 
Tri-State considers the San Luis Valley project to be important for reliability. 

http://www.sb100transmission.com/
http://www.sb100transmission.com/
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Rationale for Sponsor’s Selection of its Proposed Route 

Routes were created to make best use of existing linear features such as roads, railroads, 
transmission lines, parcel lines and canals while minimizing impact to irrigated agriculture and 
rural residential areas. Field verification of existing homes also allowed for route adjustments 
around residences. Northeast of Fort Garland, the route skirts the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. 
Constraints in this section include steep terrain, limited access, heavily forested areas, lack of 
existing linear disturbance, and nearby residential subdivisions (TSTGA 2010d).  

NEPA and State Processes 

Table 2 lists the permits required and responsible agencies.  Since the Draft EIS is not yet 
published and no permitting is underway, the list is incomplete and should be updated based 
on information presented in the Draft EIS. 

Table 2. Agencies Involved and Permits Required 

Permit Name Responsible Agency Reason 

FEDERAL AGENCIES   

Environmental Impact Statement 
(EIS) and Record of Decision 

NEPA LEAD AGENCIES: Rural 
Utility Service (RUS)  

Federal action: to grant right-of-way across land 
under federal jurisdiction. 

STATE & LOCAL AGENCIES COLORADO  

Local land use permits Alamosa, Costilla, Huerfano, and 
Pueblo Counties 

Right of way grants under local jurisdiction 

Certificate of Public Convenience 
and Necessity (approved in 2011) 

Colorado PUC Ratepayer assessment and project need 

Alternatives Evaluated 

Five transmission line alternatives were examined by the applicants in 2009 (TSTGA 2009b).  

 Alternative 1 – The proposed project, connecting San Luis Valley and Calumet substations via 
a double circuit 230 kV line, Walsenburg and Calumet using a single circuit 230 kV line, and 
Calumet and Comanche substations using a double circuit 345 kV line. Within Alternative 1, 
several route alternatives are still under development (TSTGA 2010d). 

 Alternative 2 – With this alternative, two additional substations, Stem Beach and Boone, 
would be connected between Walsenburg and Comanche by a double circuit 230 kV line, and 
the Calumet substation would not be built. This alternative was rejected based on limitations 
of expanding the Walsenburg substation.  

 Alternative 3 – This alternative is similar to Alternative 2, but with single circuit 345 kV and 
230 kV rather than 230 kV double circuits. The alternative was rejected based on similar 
limitations of expanding the Walsenburg substation 

 Alternative 4 – This alternative is similar to Alternative 1, but with a single circuit 345 kV line 
between Calumet and Comanche substations. Alternative 4 was rejected based on the 
decreased capacity of the single circuit 345 kV line.  
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 Alternative 5 - This alternative is similar to Alternative 1, but with a double circuit 345 kV line, 
between San Luis Valley and Calumet substations. Although the overall performance of 
Alternative 5 would be very similar to Alternative 1, Alternative 5 would require more right of 
way, larger structures, and would be more expensive, and was rejected. 

Major Issues of Concern to Stakeholders 

The initial scoping meetings identified several issues important to stakeholders. Major issues 
are described below (USDA RUS 2009).  

 Cultural, Historical, and Archaeological Resources - Twenty-four (24) comments were 
received regarding cultural, historic, or archeological resources. The comments received 
ranged from general concerns to comments about specific cultural sites. General comments 
were made regarding the consideration of potential impacts to cultural and historic 
resources. Commenters suggested that these places be avoided by the proposed Project and 
potential impacts be addressed. 

 Cumulative Impacts - Twenty (20) comments were received regarding potential cumulative 
impacts. Commenters noted sources for potential cumulative impacts that should be 
considered in the NEPA document including: large-scale renewable energy generation; 
potential impacts from non-renewable energy sources that will be carried over the 
transmission line; and potential impacts to soil and vegetation, habitat structure and 
fragmentation, air and water pollution, watershed and fish habitat, subdivisions, and 
agriculture. 

 Electrical Characteristics and Noise - Seventy-three (73) comments were received regarding 
electrical characteristics. In general, the commenters asked that the potential direct, indirect, 
and cumulative impacts of electrical characteristics including electric and magnetic fields 
(EMF), noise, and static electricity on humans, animals, and the environment, be addressed. 
An issue that commenters expressed concern about was the potential interference from the 
Project other electronics. Many commenters were concerned about and questioned the 
potential connection of EMF to health risks for humans and animals. Five (5) comments were 
received regarding noise characteristics of the proposed Project. Several commenters were 
concerned that potential noise impacts from the transmission line would affect residents in 
proximity. 

 Environmental Consequences - One hundred and ninety-one (191) comments were received 
regarding potential environmental consequences related to the proposed Project. Several 
commenters asked that potential direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts to multiple 
resources as well as a range of environmental, social, and cultural resources be studied and 
included in the NEPA document. Commenters also asked that specific mitigation measures 
and best management practices (BMPs) be used to reduce potential impacts to a range of 
environmental, social, and cultural resources. 

 Environmental Justice - Eight (8) comments were received regarding concerns about 
environmental justice. Some commenters questioned the choice of Huerfano and Costilla 
counties for the proposed Project in regards to the race and income demographics in these 
counties. Other commenters suggested that the proposed Project is unfairly targeting senior 
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citizen landowners and low income housing developments in lieu of affluent and gated 
communities, wealthy landowners, and people who can afford legal representation. 

 Land Rights - Fifteen (15) comments were received regarding land rights. Most of the 
commenters expressed concern regarding the land rights process, compensation, right-of-
way (ROW) width, number of easements required to obtain the proposed route, and the use 
of eminent domain for acquiring ROW.  

 Land Use - Eighteen (18) comments were received regarding land use. Commenters 
suggested that the potential impacts to land uses be considered. Commenters requested that 
the proponents consider potential impacts to land use from access roads to the proposed 
communication facilities. Easements and existing homes were of greatest concern.  

 NEPA Process - Seventy-eight (78) comments were received regarding the various aspects of 
the NEPA process required for the proposed Project. These comments included questions 
regarding the scoping process, alternatives, the definition of the Project area, the adequacy 
of an EA versus an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), required studies and analyses, 
coordination and cooperating agencies, and the role of RUS as the lead federal agency. 

 Project Alternatives - One hundred fifty-six (156) comments were received regarding 
proposed electric system alternatives. In general, commenters suggested a range of 
alternatives to the proposed Project. Other commenters suggested that rather than a 
different approach to the proposed Project, different locations for proposed Project 
components may be more suitable. 

 Public Involvement Process - Forty-nine (49) comments were received regarding the public 
involvement process. Some commenters explained that the public scoping process was not 
long enough in duration, insufficient time was provided between the announcement of public 
scoping and the meetings, presentation materials were misleading, format and time duration 
of the meetings were insufficient, and there was inadequate notification of the comment 
period. 

 Purpose and Need - One hundred and twelve (112) comments were received regarding the 
proposed Project purpose and need as defined at the public meetings. Many commenters 
suggested that the need for the proposed Project could be reduced or eliminated through 
efficiency measures, demand side management, and technology. Several commenters 
suggested that the purpose and need of the proposed Project is not adequately defined and 
should be clarified to address local, regional, and national need.  

 Socioeconomic Resources - One hundred (100) comments were received regarding 
socioeconomic resources. In general, commenters asked that the proponents study the 
potential direct, indirect, and cumulative social and economic impacts from the proposed 
Project. Specific recurring themes included property values, taxes, environmental (non-
quantifiable) values, and quality of life. Many commenters asked that consideration be given 
to tourism in the Project area and the specific resources that draw tourists 

 Visual and Aesthetic - Seventy-seven (77) comments were received regarding visual and 
aesthetic resources. The most common themes were that the proposed Project would impact 
visual resources. Commenters considered the potential impacts to property use if visual 
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impacts occurred from the proposed Project. Some commenters asked for compensation if 
visual impacts occurred to their property, even if the transmission line was not on their 
property. 

 Wildlife - Sixty-one (61) comments were received regarding wildlife and wildlife habitat. 
General comments mostly expressed concern about potential impacts to wildlife and wildlife 
habitats for common species. Some commenters suggested that the proposed Project avoid 
potential impacts to state or federally protected species and habitats. Commenters also 
expressed concern for potential impacts to avian species, their migratory routes, and wetland 
and riparian habitats. Commenters also asked that areas designated in the Colorado Natural 
Heritage Program or as a National Wildlife Refuge, be avoided for their biodiversity 
significance and high quality habitat. 

Particular Permitting Considerations 

Project Opposition in the San Luis Valley. A major focus of project opposition has come from 
the San Luis Valley, which has high solar potential so is the proposed western origination point 
of the transmission line. An opposition group called “Smart Valley Energy” states that “There 
are better, cheaper ways to improve energy reliability for the San Luis Valley and to 
accommodate all planned renewable energy development in the region.” The group has a 
website presenting alternatives, issues, project status, and news (Smart Valley 2012).  

There are three large landowners in the region: Louis Bacon (see Trinchera Ranch discussion, 
below), Ted Turner’s Vermejo Park Ranch1 (New Mexico and Colorado), and the Taylor Ranch 
owners.  

As part of President Barack Obama's America's Great Outdoors initiative to reconnect 
Americans with nature and their heritage, on January 10, 2012, Secretary of Interior Salazar 
(who was born and raised in the San Luis Valley) announced an initiative to protect and 
promote the San Luis Valley.  Governor Hickenlooper and Senators Udall and Bennet were also 
present at the announcement (Finley 2012). A recent study by the National Park Service 
(December 2011) identifies the San Luis Valley and Sangre de Cristo Mountains as being worthy 
of being included in the parks system (Heinemann 2011). 

It should also be noted (see Figure 1, last page) that the San Luis Valley is bounded on the east 
side by the Great Sand Dunes National Park and Reserve and the Baca National Wildlife Refuge, 
so there is already protected land in the vicinity. 

Trinchera Ranch. Within this valley is located the 171,000-acre Trinchera Ranch, which Malcolm 
Forbes bought in 1969 (later acquired an adjacent parcel called the Blanca Ranch to create the 
present property). The ranch was sold in 2007 by the Forbes family to hedge fund manager 
Louis Bacon for $175 million (Okeefe 2007). Bacon is fighting the development of this 

                                                           
1
    Turner now owns the 30 MW Cimarron solar PV facility in northern New Mexico, built by First Solar adjacent to 

his Vermejo Park Ranch. 
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transmission project, and has filed a legal challenge to the 2011 Colorado PUC approval of the 
project. 

The Trinchera Ranch is the largest remaining undeveloped tract within the historic Sangre de 
Cristo land grant. The property cannot be developed; development rights were given away in 
2004 when the Forbes family donated the largest conservation easement in the state’s history 
to Colorado Open Lands, a non-profit land trust. In return for this gift, the family received a 
substantial tax break. The ranch still offers its facilities as a corporate retreat and it is used as a 
private hunting preserve.  In conjunction with the Colorado Division of National Wildlife, the 
ranch offers guided hunting tours during elk and deer season; available only to Colorado 
residents. (Colorado Land 2012).  

State Permitting. No evidence of particular permitting challenges within Colorado has been 
identified. The USDA held an agency meeting during scoping, and only the Colorado Division of 
Wildlife had an active interest. However, if the project does move ahead, a new round of 
interagency meetings will be held in Denver and Walsenburg, Pueblo, or Alamosa. (Rankin 
2012) 

Schedule Deviations 

The termination of Xcel’s participation in the project has caused the project to be “on hold” 
until Tri-State decides whether or not to pursue the project. News reports indicate that Tri-
State is committed, but the USDA reports that its pursuit is not certain (Rankin 2012), and that 
if the project is pursued, it would probably be scaled down. Also, USDA states that if the project 
re-starts, the scoping period will likely be repeated so the schedule presented in Table 1 would 
likely be extended by two or three years. 

Appeals or Legal Challenges  

In September 2011, the Colorado PUC denied all the substantive portions of an appeal filed by 
Trinchera Ranch owner Louis Bacon, upholding the PUC’s February 2011 approval of the 
project. Bacon has filed a lawsuit in state district court to challenge the PUC decision.  

Discussion and Observations: Methods to Mitigate Permitting Delays 

Withdrawal of Xcel Energy. When Xcel withdrew as a project sponsor in late 2011, Tri-State 
committed to pursing the project, but this is uncertain at this time, according to USDA (Rankin 
2012). The potential national park designation may affect alternatives and routing.  

Environmental Issues. The Draft EIS has not yet been issued for this project, so it is premature 
to define issues related to permitting delays. However, the existence of powerful and 
committed opposition groups will clearly present ongoing challenges to the project throughout 
the environmental process. 
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Key Project Contacts 

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

Table 3. Project Contacts 

Agency  / Company Name Telephone Email 

USDA Rural Development 
- Utilities Program 

Dennis Rankin (202) 720-1953 dennis.rankin@wdc.usda.gov 

Not Contacted    

Tri-State G&T Sarah Carlisle (news contact) 303.254.3396  

Xcel Energy Tom Green 303‐571‐7223 thomas.green@xcelenergy.com 
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Figure 1. San Luis Valley-Calumet-Comanche Project Map 

 


