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White Paper #12:  I-5 Corridor Project 

Project Sponsor: Bonneville Power Association 

Project Status: DEIS in progress 

Location: Washington, Oregon 

Project Location 

The I-5 Corridor Reinforcement Project calls for a new 500 kV 
transmission line to run about 70 miles between potential new substations at Castle Rock, 
Washington, and Troutdale, Oregon. Most of the power moved by a new transmission line 
would serve local needs in Cowlitz, Clark and Multnomah counties (BPA 2011a). See illustration 
(inset map). A route map is presented in a separate attachment.  

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 

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

 Oct. 2009 

Scoping Meetings and Publication of Scoping Report  
Oct. – Dec. 2009, 
Aug. – Sept. 2010 

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

Late 2010, early 2011 Spring 2012 

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

Summer 2011  

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 2012  

Appeals or legal challenges   

Start of construction 2013  

Energizing transmission line 2015  

Source: BPA 2011a, BPA 2011b, BPA 2012a, WECC 2011 

Project Purpose and Need 

The Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) is developing potential routes for a new 500 kV 
transmission line to reinforce the power grid in southwest Washington. The last high voltage 
transmission line along this section of the Interstate 5 (I-5) corridor was built over 40 years ago; 
meanwhile the population in the area has doubled, and new business and industries have 
created new jobs, housing, and support systems, such as hospitals and schools, and a new 
summer peak in energy demand (BPA 2010a). The current infrastructure is at its limits, 
threatening the ability of BPA to serve local needs (BPA 2011b).  

The line will bring in new renewable energy, address growing congestion on the grid and allow 
local utilities to buy and sell power to keep rates as low as possible. The need for new 
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transmission is primarily local and will serve the growth in southwest Washington and 
northwest Oregon. The line will help transmit renewable energy from east of the Cascades to 
population centers along the I-5 corridor and beyond, helping compliance with renewable 
energy quotas (BPA 2010a).  

Rationale for Sponsor’s Selection of its Proposed Route 

Proposed transmission line routes will begin at the proposed Casey Road substation and trend 
southeast toward the proposed Sundial Substation. Approximately all but the final mile of all 
alternatives would occur in Washington. The rationale for specific pathways has not yet been 
addressed, but BPA has suggested that the alternatives will follow existing transmission lines 
and utility ROWs when possible; some new ROWs will also be required (BPA 2011b). The “west” 
alternative and northern half of the “crossover” alternative follow an existing BPA transmission 
line. The east, central, and crossover alternatives would require largely new ROW, but would 
connect with the Merwin and/or Yale dams (BPA 2010b). For the approximately five miles at 
the southern end of the route, all of the alternatives follow an existing transmission line. See 
inset map.  

NEPA and State Processes 

Table 2 lists the permits required and responsible agencies. Because BPA’s authority  

Table 2. Agencies Involved and Permits Required 

Permit Name Responsible Agency Reason 

FEDERAL AGENCIES   

Project proponent and NEPA Lead 
Agency 

BPA NEPA compliance  

Section 404 Clean Water Act, 
Section 10 of Rivers and Harbor Act  

Army Corps of Engineers 
(Cooperating Agency) 

Discharge of dredged or fill materials into U.S. 
waters; work within navigable waters 

Endangered Species Act Section 7 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Take permits for listed species 

[research] BLM Right-of-way  

[research] National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration  

[research] 

STATE & LOCAL AGENCIES OREGON  

 Oregon Department of Energy* Coordination only; no state permits are required 

STATE & LOCAL AGENCIES WASHINGTON  

 Washington Energy Facility Site 
Evaluation Council* 

Coordination only; no state permits are required 

 Department of Natural Resources Coordination only; no state permits are required 

 Clark County* Coordination only; no state permits are required 

 Cowlitz County* Coordination only; no state permits are required 

Alternatives Evaluated 

Alternatives for the transmission line are still under development. Currently four route 
alternatives and a No Action alternative are proposed (BPA 2011c). Any combination of 
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alternatives may be approved. After a screening report, BPA decided to move forward without 
evaluation of a non-wires alternative (demand reduction, energy efficiency, generation, or 
distributed generation; BPA 2011b). However, in January 2012, BPA indicated that while it 
would not be evaluating a non-wires alternative, which would delay and not replace the need 
for a new line in the project area, it would pursue options identified in a recent consultant 
report on the feasibility of implementing additional non-wires measures (BPA 2012a).  

The alternatives being considered are as follows: 

 West Alternative – This alternative follows an existing BPA utility ROW and transmission line 
south for approximately 50 miles from the proposed Casey Road Substation to a transmission 
line junction near Minnehaha (BPA 2010b). The alternative then turns sharply east for 
approximately 15 miles before crossing the Columbia River and terminating at the proposed 
Sundial Substation in Washington (BPA 2011d). This alternative would use 55 miles of existing 
BPA ROW and parallel existing lines for its entirety. Twelve miles of new ROW would be 
required. 3,032 homes and 3 schools occur within 500 feet of this alternative, and 23 miles of 
the route is zoned residential. A total of approximately 167 acres of wetlands and 42 acres of 
timber lands would be permanently impacted. The total cost of the alternative would be 
approximately $317 million (BPA 2011c). 

 Central Alternative – This alternative begins at the proposed Casey Road Substation but turns 
southeast from the West Alternative at the proposed Baxter Road Substation. The route 
turns east near the Lewis River, passing the Merwin dam but turning south before reaching 
the Yale Dam (BPA 2011d). This alternative would use 6 miles of existing BPA ROW and 
require 71 miles of new ROW. 327 homes and no schools occur within 500 feet of this 
alternative, and 6 miles of the route is zoned residential. A total of approximately 57 acres of 
wetlands and 426 acres of timber lands would be permanently impacted. The total cost of 
the alternative would be approximately $407 million (BPA 2011c). 

 East Alternative – This alternative follows the Central Alternative until a point just south of 
the Coweman River. Here the route trends east of the Central Alternative, heading directly 
toward the Yale Dam. After passing near the dam, the route turns south toward its terminus 
at the proposed Sundial Substation (BPA 2011d). This alternative would use 6 miles of 
existing BPA ROW and require 69 miles of new ROW. 286 homes and no schools occur within 
500 feet of this alternative, and 4.3 miles of the route is zoned residential. A total of 
approximately 51 acres of wetlands and 482 acres of timber lands would be permanently 
impacted. The total cost of the alternative would be approximately $406 million (BPA 2011c). 

 Crossover Alternative – This alternative would be identical to the West Alternative until a 
point just north of the Lewis River. Here the alternative would turn east, following the same 
path as the central alternative past the Merwin Dam. The line would continue east toward 
the Yale Dam and follow the same path as the East Alternative to its terminus (BPA 2011d). 
This alternative would use 31 miles of existing BPA ROW and require 43 miles of new ROW. 
657 homes and no schools occur within 500 feet of this alternative, and 7 miles of the route is 
zoned residential. A total of approximately 91 acres of wetlands and 296 acres of timber 
lands would be permanently impacted. The total cost of the alternative would be 
approximately $363 million (BPA 2011c).  
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 Northeastern “Gray Line” Alternative – This alternative was identified as a result of public 
comments emphasizing that the transmission line be routed as much as possible on public 
and private timberlands to reduce impacts to private homes. This alternative would be 
routed farther north and east than other alternatives. In January, 2012, BPA determined that 
it would not evaluate further the Northeastern 1-5 Alternative since it would significantly 
affect project cost, project schedule (adding 1.5 to 2 years to the EIS schedule), the timber 
industry, trust lands managed by the Washington Department of Natural Resources (impacts 
to bald eagle, spotted owl habitat, endangered bull trout, old growth forest, large wetland 
area), PacifiCorp properties and small land owners not yet aware of the project (BPA 2012b). 

The EIS will evaluate multiple line segments comprising elements of the West, Central, East and 
Crossover Alternatives.  

Major Issues of Concern to Stakeholders 

A series of public meetings in 2009 and 2010 identified key issues of concern to stakeholders 
(BPA 2011e).  

 Project benefits: Attendees had questions about who will directly benefit from this project 
and where the power carried by a new transmission line will be delivered. Some commented 
that this project was meant to benefit primarily out-of-state users. 

 Project schedule: Many expressed concerns about the project’s multi-year decision schedule 
and the uncertainty this created for property owners about where a potential transmission 
line could be sited. Participants were also interested in learning as soon as possible when 
potential route segments have been eliminated from consideration by the project proponent. 

 Route selection: Some expressed a preference for certain route segments over others. In 
addition to individual property impacts, comments included concerns about segments that 
had the potential to impact many smaller properties in more developed areas versus fewer 
property owners in less developed areas or in existing rights-of-way (ROW). The project 
includes several route segments that would follow existing utility-owned rights-of-way that 
are not currently being used for a transmission line. In these cases, such as with Segment 31, 
property owners are concerned with clearing the ROW for a transmission line, including the 
loss of trees and wildlife habitat. 

 Impact on property values and property acquisition process: Many expressed concerns 
about how a transmission line sited on or near a property could impact property values. 
Several attendees also commented that the current recession has already lowered property 
values and that this low-point in the economy would be a bad time for property values to be 
assessed. There were also specific questions about the process and compensation for tenants 
who don’t own the land they live on, such as in a mobile home park. Participants also had 
specific questions about the process to be followed once BPA makes a decision about siting a 
transmission ROW on their property, including what this would mean in terms of purchase 
and/or compensation, timing, negotiations, land ownership, and assessment of property 
taxes. 
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 Impacts to views: Property owners shared their concerns about potential impacts to views 
on their property. Some suggested that any additional towers placed in an existing ROW be 
aligned with towers already in-place to minimize additional visual impacts. 

 Impacts to natural and cultural resources: Property owners identified specific natural and 
cultural resources present on their properties for the project team to investigate further, 
including endangered species, fish and wildlife, trails and recreation areas, drinking water and 
springs, floodplains vegetation control and management, and cultural and historical 
resources. Historic properties were also identified 

 Electric and magnetic field effects: Many had questions and concerns about potential effects 
from a transmission line, including the health effects of living or working near high voltage 
power lines, noise, and interference with electronic equipment. 

 Timber compensation: Property and business owners have timber on their land and had 
questions about how BPA would compensate for these assets if a transmission line were sited 
in these locations, including compensation for future harvest value, wind damage associated 
with ROW corridors, and possible tax-deferred timber liability.  

 Timberlands: Property owners that harvest timber on their land had specific concerns about 
impacts to this source of income, including compensation and increased off-road vehicle use 
on access roads and cleared areas. 

 Line maintenance: Several property owners expressed concerns about potential damage to 
property from use of access roads, the feasibility of building access roads in residential areas 
and the use of existing roads that are not designed for heavy vehicles. Participants also had 
questions about how BPA planned to maintain the ROW for vegetation control. 

 Tribal coordination: Attendees had questions about the project’s coordination with area 
tribes, including the Yakama, Umatilla, and Nez Perce tribes. 

 Permission to enter property process: Property owners asked specific questions about the 
“Permission to Enter Property” letters and forms they received. Questions and comments 
included the purpose and need for survey work on their property, concerns with statements 
about tree-cutting and hole-digging activities, and the process for denying permission for 
access and/or specific activities mentioned in the letter and form. 

Particular Permitting Challenges 

The line would not cross tribal reservation land so no ROW would be needed for direct effects. 
However, historical use Native American land may be affected. BPA has started informal 
consultation with tribes. It expects the tribes to get more involved later in the process, once a 
preferred alternative is identified, surveys start taking place and construction begins. BPA has a 
tribal consultation policy that is implemented for all projects. 

As a federal agency, BPA does not need state or local permits, although it is striving to meet the 
substantive requirements that a permit might otherwise require. BPA has MOUs with the 
Oregon and Washington Energy Facility Siting Entities, which act as the clearing houses for 
other state agencies. BPA is working collaboratively with these agencies.  
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BPA does need a permit from ACOE for 404 and Section 10 permits. At this point, BPA has not 
applied for these permits; they will apply once the Preferred Alternative is determined and 
more detailed engineering is available. 

Schedule Deviations 

Scoping materials indicated that the original date for publication of the DEIS was late 2010 or 
early 2011. In August 2010, BPA moved the DEIS release date to late summer 2011. BPA 
announced in mid-November 2011 that it would delay release of the EIS from fall 2011 to spring 
2012 to allow more time to complete the evaluation of alternatives and to respond to an 
“unprecedented volume of public comments” (The Columbian 2012).  

Appeals or Legal Challenges  

Although no formal actions have been taken, homeowners have expressed intent in formal and 
informal comments to take BPA to court if transmission is placed on their land. 

Discussion and Observations: Methods to Mitigate Permitting Delays 

The most important observation about this project is that BPA, as both the “applicant” and the 
NEPA lead agency, is not required to obtain state and local permits. This will save substantial 
amounts of time after a route is selected.  

Project delays to date have been primarily related to responding to public comments regarding 
route alternatives. BPA adjusted routes in response to comments and identified and evaluated 
a new north/east route. Field work was done to support new route developments. Maps of 
revised alternatives were presented in late 2009, and June, August and November of 2010. 

BPA has a very comprehensive website with easy to read, updated information posted. They 
decided early that a detailed website was needed and used a Battelle template. BPA feels that 
it has been a successful tool.  

Future delays could result from project opposition groups or legal challenges. There is sizable 
opposition to the project, including Another Way BPA, Citizens against BPA, Yale Valley 
Coalition, Stop Towers Now, A Better Way for BPA. BPA Public Affairs staff and Transmission 
Services Project Manager meet with them and also with public at large. There has been little 
involvement of organized environmental groups (e.g., the Sierra Club). 

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 

BPA Nancy Wittpenn, 
Environmental Project Lead 

503-230-3713 anwittpenn@bpa.gov 

mailto:anwittpenn@bpa.gov
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Table 3. Project Contacts 

Agency  / Company Name Telephone Email 

Not Contacted    

Washington Energy Facility Site 
Evaluation Council 

Allen Fiksdal 360-956-2152 allen.fiksdal@commerce.wa.gov    

Oregon Energy Facility Siting, 
Oregon Department of Energy  

Diana Enright 503-378-8278   

BPA Tribal Account Executive 
(Tribal Liaison) 

Corrina A. Ikakoula  tribalaffairs@bpa.gov   
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