CONSUMER ADVOCATE  TO TESTIFY
ON “TrAIL” POWER LINE
Byron Harris is the new Consumer Advocate at the WV Public Service Commission (PSC).  He has replaced Billy Jack Gregg who has retired, but is now serving as legal counsel for the Consumer Advocate in the TrAIL Case 07-0508-E-CN. The Consumer Advocate (CA) on December 5th submitted  Direct Testimony on the TrAIL case, presented in four sections.

 In the first section, the CA summarizes the primary issues raised by the speakers who attended the 12 public hearings in this proceeding. The number of speakers at each public hearing location were Morgantown 84, Grafton 38, Canaan Valley 62, Moorefield 18,

Kingwood 51, and Charleston 17, for a total of 270.  The Consumer Advocate said “To the best of my knowledge, this level of public participation on an issue before the Public Service Commission is unprecedented.”  Of all the ‘speakers’ at the public hearings, only 31 spoke in favor of the TrAIL line.  And, those in favor were primarily supporting jobs for West Virginians.
By far, the most common theme expressed by opponents of the line was that the

landowners involved did not want to sell their property and had no desire to live near a

high voltage transmission line. Also, there was a very common theme at the hearings that

the TrAIL line is not needed for service to West Virginia, but is being constructed to

benefit electricity customers in Eastern states. Others opposed the line due to the visual impairments or natural view impacts, disturbances to forests and streams, extensive service roads involved, potential health effects from high voltage magnetic fields, etc.
In the second section, the CA presents several important guiding principles for the PSC to use in determining the appropriate route for a transmission line (assuming a line is needed). The TrAILCo should, to the full extent possible, use existing rights-of-way or new lines that are parallel to existing power lines, and use reconductoring or double circuiting on existing power lines. TrAILCo should be allowed to construct a new “greenfield” right of way only as a last resort. “A greenfield right of way is a right of way that goes across virgin territory, where no other transmission rights of way or other industrial activities already exist.”

The third section of CA testimony discusses several conditions that the Commission should place upon TrAILCo for the construction and maintenance of its transmission line.
For example, selective clearing techniques, which are designed to preserve low-growing

plant species that will pose no threat to the conductors, should be employed to clear the right-of-way except for access roads and necessary construction areas; TrAILCo should perform the minimum amount of clearing required for line construction and maintenance; and,  areas with 100 feet or more of conductor-to-ground clearance should not be cleared. 

Since the proposed new 500,000 volt transmission line will carry electricity for as long as it occupies the right-of-way, the CA says that it would be appropriate and equitable for the Commission to require TrAIL to offer landowners whose property is crossed by the power line free electricity for as long as the line remains on their land, up to 12,000 kilowatt-hours per year which is the amount used by the average customer. This would provide landowners who have lost the unrestricted right to use their land a continuing benefit from the line that is directly related to the purpose of the line.

And, in the fourth section of CA testimony, comments are provided on several issues  raised by TrAILCo’s witnesses in their direct testimonies and in TrAILCo’s responses to data requests filed in the case.  First, TrAILCo witnesses Lawrence Hozempa and Scott Gass have stated that the failure to construct the TrAIL line could cause a massive blackout similar to the one that occurred in August 2003. However, this is not true and the PSC should not be swayed by TrAILCo’s use of this scare tactic. Second, the CA presents inconsistencies in the testimony of  Jack Halpern regarding TrAIL’s proposed route and the Grafton Alternative route. Finally, the CA explains why the testimony of Tom Witt of WVU overstates the economic benefits to West Virginia that will accrue from the TrAIL line.

According to the Consumer Advocate, “Dr. Witt seems to have forgotten the famous axiom of Nobel Laureate economist Milton Friedman that “there’s no such thing as a free lunch.’’ Dr. Witt has failed to recognize that there are significant costs associated with achieving the economic benefits that he has calculated. For example, Dr. Witt did not include in his analysis any consideration that the TrAIL line will cause an estimated $14 million increase in the rates of West Virginia’s electricity customers. He also fails to account for the fact that four new generating facilities could increase electricity rates by $400 to $500 million per year if built by jurisdictional utilities. For example, West Virginia customers of Appalachian Power are currently facing annual increases in rates in excess of $100 million to pay for a single proposed 600 MW plant. Increases in electric rates obviously have a negative impact on West Virginia’s economy, since residences and business will have less disposable income for purchases of other goods and services. Dr. Witt’s failure to factor in these costs in his analysis overstates the purported benefits.”

This concludes the summary of the Direct Testimony of the Consumer Advocate. The full text of this Testimony can be found at: 
http://www.psc.state.wv.us/scripts/WebDocket/ViewDocument.cfm?CaseActivityID=228772&NotType='WebDocket'

 The Evidentiary Hearings at which the CA and other expert witness will be examined and cross-examined will start on January 9th at the Public Service Commission in Charleston.
