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Power struggle

Property owners oppose plans for electric lines

LEONIDAS TOWNSHIP - Progress must march on, but few want it to march through their backyard.

That's the sentiment of residents living in the path of a planned 25- to 30-mile electric power transmission line.

The line, to be built by the Novi-based ITC Holding Co., would cross through Mendon and Leonidas townships in St. Joseph County and Matteson and Batavia townships in Branch County. The $13 million to $15 million project would connect the Consumers Energy-owned Simpson Substation in Mendon Township to the Batavia Substation, which is owned jointly by ITC and Consumers, in Batavia Township.

ITC will install several galvanized steel poles, each 84 feet tall, along the route. The exact path has yet to be determined and will depend on the results of easement negotiations with landowners, said Roger Morgenstern, ITC community affairs area manager. The final path will determine how many poles are needed, Morgenstern said. He said poles typically are 500 feet apart.

With federal go-ahead already achieved - ITC does not need county or local approval to continue - easements are the last hurdle before construction begins, Morgenstern said. Companies or governments buy easements to have the right to build on private property.

Morgenstern said he didn't know how long easements would take to secure but hoped it would be in 2009. Once that was complete and construction began, the project would be finished within a year, he said.

The Simpson-Batavia line is designed to improve power reliability between the substations and also meet growing energy demands, company officials said. Some residents and businesses in the area near the Simpson substation have had problems with weak power and blackouts, Morgenstern said.

But many residents, likely affected by the project, are against it.

Marsha Decker, 61, and her husband Dennis own a 160-acre farm in Leonidas Township along ITC's proposed route for the new lines. Marsha Decker and other residents have led an orchestrated effort to either stop the project or have the route changed. She said she's worried not just about acreage lost when poles are installed, but she's troubled by the danger in maneuvering large farm equipment around the 138,000-volt lines. Some farm equipment stands taller than the lowest of the high-voltage lines ITC plans to install, Decker said. She also said water spray from irrigation equipment could hit the lines, which could damage the equipment and cause electrocution.

Decker said the lines would drastically affect her family's livelihood.

"My husband's worked hard all his life," she said. "It's devastating to think that someone can come in and just dump a line on you and do what they want to do."

THE NEED FOR POWER

ITC spokeswoman Cheryl Eberwein called the Simpson-Batavia project "a small step in a larger piece of the puzzle in getting a regional and then national (power) system."

Eberwein said both Gov. Jennifer Granholm in Michigan and President Barack Obama for the U.S. have pressed for increased infrastructure in the power system. These projects will help meet energy demands, which have grown tremendously as people use more technology and appliances, she said.

"When you're looking at the new administration coming in, energy transmission is a huge, huge factor in their energy policies," Eberwein said. "When an industry looks at whether or not they'll move into an area, they look to make sure the area has sufficient energy infrastructure. So there's an economic side, as well."

That's why Simpson-Batavia is necessary, she said.

Connecting the two Consumers Energy substations will allow power from one substation to be used in the other and vice versa, Morgenstern said. Power goes from these substations along Consumers utility lines and into homes and businesses.

"What we're creating is a two-way street between those two substations so we can effectively move power around in that area, which increases reliability," Morgenstern said.

The up-to-30-mile stretch in southwest Michigan is one of several such upgrades that will happen throughout the country in coming years, Eberwein said.

"We're talking about creating a system in the state of Michigan that's strong enough to hook up with systems in the state of Iowa," Eberwein said.

Decker and Ken Wyant, 63, of Sherwood Township - who expects the new line to run through several acres of woods he owns - each said in separate interviews the need for power shouldn't come at the expense of anyone's property.

What the Simpson-Batavia project doesn't do is directly benefit those who live beneath and within eyesight of the Simpson-Batavia lines, Morgenstern said. That is just one reason many are opposed to the project.

OPPOSITION AND COMPROMISE

Among thick stacks of folders containing papers related to the Simpson-Batavia project, Decker has more than 200 signatures from people who live along the project's proposed route and are against it. The signatures were collected in October.

Decker said she and those who signed the anti-ITC petition have varying concerns. They're worried about the large poles lowering their property values. They're worried about the number of acres of crop that won't be able to be farmed because the poles need 160 feet of clearance around them.

"We don't know exactly how much land is going to be affected yet," Decker said. "But who wants to live around the buzz or stray voltage of a power line?"

"It upsets me that (my woods are) gonna be clear-cut when right now there's actually some really nice building spots," Wyant said. "It's going to be of no value to us because of that. You can hear the lines, you can feel it, you can see it. I don't wanna see it."

Decker urged those who signed her petition to write their representatives at state and federal levels. She urged them to write ITC and the Michigan Public Service Commission. She encouraged landowners to turn down easement proposals.

Cash compensation is offered as part of those easements, but Morgenstern said he couldn't say what a typical landowner might be compensated. Factors such as how much property is needed and how that property is affected determine the amount ITC offers for the land.

If all 200 of Decker's signatories hold to their opposition, it could mean a court battle for ITC to obtain the land it needs. But Wyant said he's sure the poor economy will lead many to quickly accept the compensation.

Decker and Wyant, however, said no amount of money would be worth their livelihood.

"We want to stop it altogether," Decker said. "There will be a line, I firmly believe that. But I don't believe we should have to be affected by that. I don't believe we should have to live underneath it or farm underneath it."

Other residents said ITC is easy to work with, so long as the residents themselves are open-minded.

Edith Doenges of Colon helped lead a Citizens Advisory Council that, in 2008, helped change the path of the Simpson-Batavia line. ITC originally had planned to run along the M-86 corridor and through a proposed park in Colon. The 13-member CAC - representing townships across the route - was formed and worked with ITC to develop the new route.

"We found that if you really work with them, they do work with you," Doenges said. "They're as flexible as they can be. If you don't want a pole in your front yard, they put it in the backyard."

Morgenstern said the CAC was a new effort for ITC, to "work with the community to achieve the best outcome that we can."

But Decker said she and her group have not felt engaged. She said she's gotten little response from ITC, her state or federal representatives or the state energy commission.

Morgenstern said all concerns are listened to, but not all suggestions are possible to implement.

"It's important to get the community input, but the decision is ultimately ITC's," Morgenstern said. "We think this route achieves our objective in terms of improving reliability with less impact on the community and that it does that at a cost that is reasonable to our regulator."

WHAT'S NEXT?

Morgenstern said ITC's realty company for the Simpson-Batavia project has finished surveying the proposed route. He said landowners could receive easement proposals in the mail sometime this week. These proposals include suggested compensation for the easement, though the terms depend on what is needed from the landowner, Morgenstern said. The exact number of easements needed still is unknown, Morgenstern said, but estimated between 100 and 150 people would be affected by the line.

Residents could turn down the easements - as Decker and Wyant said they would - at which time ITC and the residents would enter further negotiations. If those negotiations fail and alternative locations for poles can't be found, ITC could try to take the land through eminent domain- a lengthy and complicated process that requires ITC to prove in federal court that the land is needed and alternative routes are irresponsibly expensive or not feasible. The landowners would be able to speak against the project also.

Some residents are prepared to take it that far.

"I wouldn't be fighting it if I didn't think it was worth it," Wyant said.

Justin A. Hinkley can be reached at 966-0698 or jhinkley@battlecr.gannett.com.


ITC Holding Co., the Simpson-Batavia Project at a glance

* ITC Transmission was formed in Nov. 1999 as an independent entity of Detroit Edison; it later became part of DTE Energy.

* In 2004, it became the nation's first fully independent transmission company; ITC Holdings Co. is the parent company of ITC Transmission.

* ITC does not generate power. It transmits energy long distances on behalf of generating utilities such as Consumers Energy or DTE.

* The Simpson-Batavia project began in early 2007; ITC officials hope to finish it by the end of 2009 or early 2010.

* The project was rerouted from along the M-86 corridor to a more northerly track through farmlands after community input, especially from the village of Colon.

* Simpson-Batvia will cost between $13 million and $15 million and will connect two Consumers Energy substations.

* Between 100 and 150 residents will be affected either directly or indirectly by the installation of 84-foot, galvanized steel poles that hold the 138,000-volt wires.
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