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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 

The Final Environmental Impact Statement and Proposed Resource Management Plan 
Amendments for the SunZia Southwest Transmission Project (Final EIS) was completed in June 
2013. The Final EIS analyzed and disclosed the potential effects of the proposed SunZia 
Southwest Transmission Project (Project) and associated land use plan amendments. The Project 
would include two 500-kilovolt (kV) transmission lines, substations, and ancillary facilities that 
would be located on federal, state, and private lands between central New Mexico and central 
Arizona. SunZia Transmission, LLC (Applicant, or SunZia) has submitted an application for 
right-of-way to construct, operate, and maintain the Project on public land administered by the 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM). This chapter includes the Project background and the 
following sections: Objectives, Decisions to be Made, Cooperating Agencies, Plan Conformance, 
and Issue Identification.  

BLM published the Notice of Availability of the Final EIS in the Federal Register on June 14, 
2013. Based on unresolved issues identified during the National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA) process relating to the potential impact to military readiness and operations, the 
Department of Defense (DoD) objected to a segment of the Agency preferred alternative route in 
the Northern Call-up Area (NCUA). The NCUA is north of White Sands Missile Range 
(WSMR) and includes public lands managed by the BLM, New Mexico State Trust lands, 
private landowner holdings, and some small DoD fee out-holdings.  

Certain impacts to WSMR’s mission were confirmed through a DoD-commissioned study 
conducted by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Lincoln Laboratories (Cole et al. 
2014). The MIT study concluded that the military mission at WSMR would be affected by 
vertical obstructions due to low level flights. Following the MIT study, the Department of the 
Interior (DOI) and the DoD reached an agreement to consider the proposed mitigation of mission 
impacts by burial of portions of the line. The correspondence regarding the mitigation proposal is 
included in Appendix C of this EA (Agency and Applicant Communications). The mitigation 
strategy was set forth in a letter dated May 27, 2014, from the Secretary of Defense to the 
Secretary of the Interior. The May 27 letter indicated a subsequent mitigation proposal would be 
forthcoming. This mitigation proposal was provided in correspondence dated June 4, 2014, from 
the Undersecretary of Defense to the Director of the BLM. The Applicant sent a letter to DoD 
accepting the mitigation proposal and the DOI agreed to consider the mitigation proposal as part 
of the proposed action. The mitigation measures proposed by DoD are as follows. 

(1) Burial of a Portion of the Power Lines 
(2) Hold Harmless Clause for the Right-of-way Agreement  
(3) Procedures to Allow for Unimpeded Testing to Occur During Construction and 

Maintenance of the Power Lines. 
(4) Procedures for Micrositing1 the Power Lines to Minimize WSMR Operational Impact. 

                                                 
1Micrositing is defined to include adjustments to the power line alignment within the study corridor to accommodate 
environmental mitigation, terrain features or other physical constraints, construction access, right-of-way conflicts, 
or other factors identified during engineering prior to construction. 
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BLM is utilizing this assessment to examine whether the environmental impacts associated with 
the components of Measure 1 of the Mitigation Proposal (the burial of a portion of the power 
lines) require BLM to supplement the Final EIS, i.e., whether the Mitigation Proposal is a 
substantial change in the proposed action or represents significant new circumstances or 
information relevant to environmental concerns that differ from those disclosed and analyzed in 
the Final EIS. To mitigate potential impacts to the DoD-mission capability, DoD determined it is 
necessary to bury at least 5 miles of the 500 kV transmission lines to accommodate a minimum 
required set of type and diversity of low altitude tests possible in the vicinity of the proposed 
transmission lines. These burial sites are located along the BLM Preferred Alternative route 
identified in the Final EIS (Subroute 1A2). The three segments identified by DoD for burial are 
located in the eastern (at least 2 miles), central (at least 2 miles), and western (at least 1 mile) 
regions of the call-up area (see Figure 1-1). This EA sets forth the specific locations of each of 
the three underground line segments and examines whether the environmental impacts associated 
with burying these three segments differ from the environmental impacts analyzed in the Final 
EIS. Proposed Mitigation Measures 2, 3, and 4 would not result in significant impacts to the 
quality of the human environment, and they are outside the scope of this EA. 

1.1 Objectives 

The objective of the Mitigation Proposal is to minimize impacts of the proposed SunZia Project 
on WSMR’s test and training missions in the NCUA. The BLM is utilizing this EA to document 
its determination as to whether the impacts associated with the components of Measure 1 of the 
Mitigation Proposal (burial of a portion of the power lines) require that the agency supplement 
the Final EIS. In accordance with the Council on Environmental Quality NEPA regulations, an 
agency must supplement an EIS if “the agency makes substantial changes in the proposed action 
that are relevant to environmental concerns” or there are “significant new circumstances or 
information relevant to environmental concerns and bearing on the proposed action or its 
impacts” (40 CFR 1502.9(c)(1)). Agencies, including the DOI, have utilized an EA as a tool to 
determine and document the necessity of supplementing an EIS. See also 40 CFR 1501.3(b) and 
43 CFR 46.300(b).  

This EA takes a “hard look” at the Mitigation Proposal to determine whether it represents a 
“substantial change in the proposed action” or “significant new circumstances or information” 
relevant to environmental concerns that were not fully discussed or significantly differ from the 
impacts analyzed in the Final EIS. This EA evaluates only the portions of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative route in the NCUA that are part of the Mitigation Proposal. This EA describes the 
Mitigation Proposal to bury up to at least 5 miles of transmission line in the three segments, 
assesses the environmental impacts of burying these segments, and describes and compares these 
environmental impacts to the impacts of the BLM Preferred Alternative analyzed in the Final 
EIS. This EA incorporates by reference the SunZia Final EIS. If necessary, additional site-
specific analysis would be conducted in conjunction with detailed engineering and 
environmental surveys, and documented in the Plan of Development (POD), prior to 
construction. 
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1.2 Decisions to be Made 

The BLM, through this EA, will determine if the changes to the BLM Preferred Alternative route 
in the NCUA associated with the Mitigation Proposal, including potential changes in the 
construction and operation of the Project, would result in substantially different environmental 
impacts from those analyzed in the Final EIS. The BLM will also determine whether or not there 
would be significant changes to the BLM Preferred Plan Amendment Alternative for the Socorro 
Resource Management Plan (RMP), as identified in Section 2.6 of the Final EIS. BLM will issue 
a Record of Decision for the Project, including whether to incorporate the Mitigation Proposal as 
part of the approved action.  

1.3 Cooperating Agencies 

Cooperating agencies having jurisdiction by law or special expertise that would be affected by 
the Mitigation Proposal addressed in this EA are listed as follows: 

 New Mexico State Land Office (NMSLO) 
 Department of the Army, WSMR  
 DoD Siting Clearinghouse, Office of the Deputy Under Secretary (Installations and 

Environment) 

The affected area of the Mitigation Proposal includes BLM, New Mexico State Trust lands, and 
private lands (See Figure 1-1). 

The NMSLO is a cooperating agency for this EA, recognized to have special expertise and 
jurisdiction by law, as a right-of-way permit on New Mexico State Trust lands in the NCUA 
would be authorized by NMSLO.  

The WSMR and the OSD are cooperating agencies for this EA, recognized to have jurisdiction 
by law and special expertise in the following areas:  

a. Jurisdiction by law with regards to national surface/defense mission management 
responsibilities on lands administered by and under the jurisdiction of the DoD. 

b. Special expertise concerning national defense and airspace management responsibilities 
under the jurisdiction of the DoD. 

c. Specific jurisdiction by law and special expertise as it relates to WSMR and special 
expertise applicable to the military operations and readiness activities occurring in the 
designated restricted airspace above the "call-up" area. 

The BLM is the only federal agency that manages land on which the Mitigation Proposal would 
require a right-of-way.  
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1.4 Plan Conformance 

The BLM Preferred Alternative described in the Final EIS includes proposed plan amendments 
to the Socorro and Mimbres RMPs for specific corridor locations along the BLM preferred route. 
A description of proposed plan amendments is located in Sections 2.6 and 4.18 of the Final EIS. 
The BLM preferred plan amendment alternative is the 400-foot-wide corridor that would be 
included as an amendment to the RMPs for conformance with visual resource management 
(VRM) and right-of-way management objectives. The Mitigation Proposal would not change or 
require proposed plan amendments different from those identified and analyzed in the BLM 
Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS.  

The following plan amendments, as described in the Final EIS, would still apply for the 
Mitigation Proposal: 

 A plan amendment would be required for the Socorro RMP for locations along Link 
E101b where the Project would cross a right-of-way avoidance area for VRM Class II 
management and other areas managed for VRM Class II objectives. The Mitigation 
Proposal for the Western Segment would affect approximately 3.45 acres of the right-of-
way avoidance area compared to 8.25 acres for the BLM Preferred Alternative.  

 A plan amendment would also be required for the Socorro RMP for other locations along 
Link E101b associated with the Mitigation Proposal where the proposed Project would 
affect VRM Class II managed lands, resulting in non-conformance due to a change that 
would range from strong to moderate/strong project contrast. Approximately 8.6 acres of 
Class II managed lands would be affected as a result of the Mitigation Proposal compared 
to 10.5 acres affected for the BLM Preferred Alternative as identified in the Final EIS. 

1.5 Issue Identification 

For purposes of the EA, individual landowners and allottees (or leases) with ranch properties 
located in the three transmission line burial segment corridors in Torrance and Socorro counties 
were contacted. Meetings were held in August 2014 and included on-site visits with several 
members of the ranching community to discuss the Mitigation Proposal. The meetings included 
site visits with the landowners, BLM, Project representatives, and NMSLO and DoD personnel.  

Issues were discussed to focus on the potential impacts resulting from the burial of the 
transmission lines that would affect residences, and ranching operations that differ from what 
BLM identified and considered in the Final EIS. The effects of overhead and underground 
transmission lines were discussed. A key issue stated by the ranchers was to minimize 
disturbance to fences, gates, water pipelines, wells, and other ranch facilities during construction. 
In response to the discussions with ranchers, the placement of proposed transmission line burial 
alignments (micrositing) and transition station sites were modified, reflecting the alignment 
presented in the EA. 
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CHAPTER 2 – PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES 

2.1 Description of Proposed Action and Plan of Development 

The proposed action is described in Chapter 2, Section 2.4, of the Final EIS (BLM 2013). The 
proposed action is for the BLM to issue a right-of-way grant to SunZia for the construction and 
operation of two 500-kV transmission lines along an identified route from the proposed SunZia 
East Substation in New Mexico to the existing Pinal Central Substation in Arizona. This EA 
addresses the proposed mitigation measure to construct, operate and maintain three segments for 
up to a total of approximately 5 miles of the BLM preferred alternative transmission line route 
located in Torrance and Socorro counties using underground (burial) instead of overhead 
transmission lines. As described in Chapters 1 and 2 of this EA, the purpose of developing the 
underground segments is to reduce the impacts to military testing missions carried out by the 
WSMR as provided under the DoD Mitigation Proposal (DoD 2014). This mitigation measures is 
the basis for the analysis of impacts in Chapter 3 of this EA. 

A final POD would be required to be approved by the BLM prior to any construction or surface 
disturbing activities occurring on the right-of-way. A BLM Notice to Proceed authorization 
would not be issued until the final POD has been approved by the BLM. In the interim, a 
Preliminary POD (BLM 2012) has been prepared and is available for review at the BLM New 
Mexico State Office or online.2 The final POD would include detailed engineering, mitigation, 
and environmental mapping upon approval of the final and approved route alignment and the 
design of the underground segments. The POD would detail the methods and procedures that 
would be used in construction of the Project and serves as a reference for contractors, 
construction crews, agency personnel, resource inspectors, and environmental compliance 
monitors. In addition to a detailed project description, the POD would contain Best Management 
Practices (BMP) and mitigation measures; specify environmental compliance field activities; and 
include a number of plans developed to achieve regulatory compliance and resources protection, 
including: 

 Construction Plan and Program 
 Flagging, Fencing, and Signage Plan 
 Transportation Management Plan  
 Fire Protection Plan  
 Blasting Plan Methodology  
 Erosion, Dust Control, and Air Quality Plan  
 Hazardous Materials Management Plan 
 Emergency Preparedness and Response Plan Guidelines 
 Environmental Compliance Management Plan 
 Biological Resources Protection Plan 
 Avian Protection Plan 
 Noxious Weed Management Plan 

                                                 
2 http://www.blm.gov/nm/st/en/prog/more/lands_realty/sunzia_southwest_transmission.html 

http://www.blm.gov/nm/st/en/prog/more/lands_realty/sunzia_southwest_transmission.html
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 Cultural Resources Historic Properties Treatment Plan (HPTP)/Monitoring and 
Discovery Plan/Native American Grave Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) Plan 
of Action/Programmatic Agreement (PA)  

 Paleontological Resources Treatment Plan (PRTP) 
 Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan Methodology 
 Right-of-way Preparation, Reclamation, and Monitoring Framework Plan  

An Avian Protection Plan and migratory bird conservation strategy would be approved by the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) prior to the BLM’s Notice to Proceed. The vegetation 
management plan will be included in the final POD as part of the Biological Resources 
Protection Plan. 

2.1.1 Proposed Transmission Lines 

Two 500-kV overhead transmission lines would be constructed for the proposed Project. Both 
alternating current (AC) and direct current (DC) configurations are being considered as design 
options, as follows: 

 Option A – Two transmission lines would be constructed and operated, each as a 500-kV 
single-circuit, AC facility. 

 Option B – One transmission line would be constructed and operated as a 500-kV 
single-circuit AC facility, and one transmission line would be constructed and operated as 
a 500-kV single-circuit DC facility. 

Each transmission line would extend between the proposed SunZia East Substation and the Pinal 
Central Substation for approximately 500 miles, depending on the alternative route selected. The 
transmission line components include structures, foundations, conductors, insulators and 
associated hardware, groundwire, and fiber optic cable facilities. 

In response to the Mitigation Proposal, the overhead lines would be constructed in the same 
manner as proposed in the Final EIS, but the transmission lines would be buried underground in 
three segments of the proposed right-of-way, as specified in the Mitigation Proposal, instead of 
installing conductors overhead on steel towers. The underground segments would be located in 
the BLM preferred alternative study corridor, Subroute 1A2 (Final EIS, Figure 2-4), in portions 
of Torrance and Socorro counties. Transition stations would also be constructed to connect the 
underground cables with the overhead conductors at each terminal of the underground segments, 
as shown on the map in Figure 1-1 and Figures 3-1, 3-2, and 3-3. Typical design characteristics 
for the proposed overhead transmission lines are provided in Chapter 2, Section 2.4 of the Final 
EIS (BLM 2013). Figure 2-1 is a diagram of the typical transmission line and right-of-way 
configuration. 
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Figure 2-1 Typical 500-kV Transmission Line and Right-of-way Configuration 

2.2 Construction, Operation, and Maintenance of Underground Segments 

Following is a description of the construction, operation, and maintenance requirements for 

development of three underground segments of the proposed Project. The locations of the three 

segments are shown on the map in Figure 1-1. 

The Eastern and Central segments would each be approximately 2 miles in length, and the 

Western Segment would be approximately 1 mile, a total of approximately 5 miles. Development 

of the 500-kV underground cable system would require the following principal components. 

2.2.1 Cable System 

The extruded cable with XLPE, or cross-linked polyethylene, insulation consists of a copper 

conductor with an extruded semi-conductive conductor shield; extruded XLPE insulation, outer 

semi-conductive insulation shield; a shielding system made with either lead, aluminum, or 

copper (which also serves as a moisture barrier); and finally a plastic jacket to complete the 

cable. (Figure 2-2) The diameter of the cable is approximately 6 inches. Two sets of three 

independent cables would be installed in two separate duct banks to complete the system for 

each 500-kV circuit. A fourth cable could be added in each duct bank to serve as a spare and 

used in the event of a failed cable. As a minimum, a spare duct (conduit) would be installed for a 

spare cable. 



 

SunZia Southwest Transmission Project  2-4 Environmental Assessment 

  for the Project Mitigation Proposal 

 

Figure 2-2 Typical Cable 

2.2.2 Ducts 

Ducts are used to allow for ease of pulling the 500-kV cables and are placed in a concrete-

encased duct bank in a trench arranged to minimize thermal effects. Temperatures due to 

increased local heating of the underground 500-kV cables would be expected to be minimal 

when compared to ambient conditions. The Project would require four 8-inch-diameter ducts per 

duct bank and two duct banks per circuit, where one of the four ducts in each duct bank would be 

used as a spare in the event of a cable failure to facilitate pulling a replacement cable. Figure 2-3 

depicts the proposed general arrangement concept for the duct banks. A minimum spacing of 15 

feet is required between the duct banks. This spacing facilitates safe construction and 

maintenance activities and is necessary for proper maneuverability and related operation and 

installation of equipment in the field. Ducts for a communications cable and a continuity 

conductor (groundwire) are included in the duct bank.  
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Figure 2-3 Duct Bank General Arrangement and Sections  

2.2.3 Vaults 

Underground vaults, or manholes, are required when the distance of the underground segment 
exceeds the length of a reel of cable. Vaults are needed along an underground transmission line 
for below-ground access to facilitate cable installation, maintenance requirements, and future 
repairs. As shown in Figure 2-4, the typical inside dimensions for each vault would be 7 feet 
wide by 30 feet long, containing two 3-foot diameter covered openings (manholes). The 
manholes would be secured with locks to allow only limited access for inspections and 
maintenance after construction is completed. The vaults would typically be placed at each cable 
splice location, approximately every 1,500 feet along the length of each of the four duct banks. 
The factors contributing to the final placement of the vaults would be allowable pulling tensions, 
sidewall pressure on the cable as it is pulled around a bend, terrain, and the maximum length of 
cable that can be transported on a reel based on the reel’s width, height, and weight.  
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Figure 2-4 Typical Underground Ductbank and Vault Arrangement 

2.2.4 Transition Stations 

Transition stations are required to terminate the underground cables and to connect to the 
overhead transmission line conductors. A total of six transition stations would be required for 
three underground segments. Each of the transition stations would contain A-frame style dead-
end structures (approximately 75 feet above grade) with pedestal-style termination structures, 
controls including relays and switching equipment, bus work, and a concrete block storage 
building (approximately 900-square-foot floor area and 20 feet in height). Each station site 
would be surrounded by an 8-foot-high fence, either made of chain-link or of concrete block. 

The four intermediate transition stations (T2, T3, T4, and T5) would each be contained in a 3-
acre site (approximately 360 feet by 350 feet) as shown in Figure 2-5. The general arrangement 
for the transition stations located at the two outer ends (T1 and T6) of the corridor is shown in 
Figure 2-6, and a typical section of a transition station is shown in Figure 2-7. The T1 and T6 
transition stations would require a slightly larger site (approximately 350 feet by 600 feet) to 
accommodate circuit breakers in addition to the other components and would, therefore, be 
contained in a 5-acre site.  

The transition stations for the Eastern and Central segments (T1, T2 and T3) would be located on 
New Mexico State Trust land. The Central Segment transition station (T4) would be located on 
private land. The Western Segment transition station (T5) would be located on BLM land within 
the Project right-of-way, and the Western Segment transition station (T6) would be located on 
New Mexico State Trust land. 
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Figure 2-5 Transition Station Layout 

 

 
Figure 2-6 Transition Station Layout, With Circuit Breakers 
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Figure 2-7 Transition Station Section, With Circuit Breakers 

2.3 Construction 

Construction includes clearing the area in the right-of-way to provide access for installation of 
the underground components and transition stations, excavation (trenching), installation of duct 
banks, installation of vaults, backfilling, pulling cables, cable splicing and terminating, and 
construction of the transition station. 

2.3.1 Road Construction 

All access roads would typically be constructed with a minimum travel-surface width of 24 feet, 
and berms and/or drainage ditches on both sides of the travel surface, for a total width of 30 feet. 
In steep terrain, total widths of disturbance could exceed 30 feet due to cut and fill conditions. In 
addition, roads may be routed around specific areas due to topographical constraints (terrain) or 
to avoid sensitive resources. 

All access roads in the underground segments would be permanent, and utilized to access 
manhole (vault) locations and transition stations. If these roads are located in level terrain, the 
travel surfaces could be minimized to a width of 20 feet with 2-foot-wide berms and/or drainage 
ditches on both sides of the travel surface for a total width of 24 feet. The permanent roads for 
access would be similar to the permanent maintenance and access roads as identified in the Final 
EIS for overhead transmission lines. Road closures, reclamation, and other mitigation measures 
required during and after construction will be specified in the final POD. 

Access roads may be located outside of the transmission line right-of-way where required, due to 
steep terrain or other restrictive site conditions. Existing access would be used where available 
and improved to meet standards required for transporting heavy equipment and materials 
necessary for construction. Regional alternatives for access to the underground segments have 
been identified on Figure 2-8; the map includes the results of a preliminary assessment of 
existing road conditions and potential improvements needed. Existing county road standards in 
Socorro and Torrance counties would be sufficient for construction activities and may require 
only minor improvements.  
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Figure 2-8 Regional Access Roads 
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Typically, minor improvements would not require widening but would require higher levels of 
maintenance including, grading and drainage improvements. Major improvements would consist 
of road widening, grading, and more substantial drainage improvements. Application of water to 
roads during construction would minimize fugitive dust emissions. A final Access Plan would be 
developed as a component of the final POD and approved by the BLM prior to construction. 
Additional permits would be required for access roads located outside of the Project right-of-way 
according to state and county regulations. Access roads located outside of the right-of-way on 
federal lands may require additional site-specific NEPA analysis or other permits. Areas that are 
used temporarily (e.g., roads, staging areas, batch plants) may require short-term rights-of-way. 

2.3.2 Trenching 

Open cut trenching would be used to place the required underground transmission line conduit 
system or duct bank. Typical trench dimensions would be a minimum depth of 6.5 feet below 
grade and a minimum width of 3 feet to accommodate the duct banks (see Figure 2-3). The 
trench would be stabilized with temporary bracing to prevent a collapse during construction. Any 
trench in excess of 5 feet would require stepped slopes or shoring to prevent a collapse opening 
up to 6 feet wide at the ground surface. Trenching operations are typically staged such that a 
maximum of 600 to 800 linear feet of trench is open at any one time. Excavation would take 
place at the leading edge of the trench, followed by the installation of conduit. The conduits 
would then be backfilled, first with a high-strength thermal concrete encasement and then with a 
lower-strength thermal backfill (typically consisting of either a concrete slurry mix and/or 
specially-selected native soil depending on the geotechnical properties) to within 1 foot of grade. 
Native soil, more conducive to revegetation, would be installed in the top sections of the trench 
to a level matching the existing grade. Steel plating may be positioned over the open trench to 
minimize surface disruptions and provide protection during non-working hours. 

Trenches would be opened using surface excavation equipment, such as large excavators and 
possibly bulldozers with a ripping tooth. Excavation through rock, where it is close to the 
surface, can be achieved with the use of drills and rock hammers, or as a last resort, by blasting.  

Standard Mitigation Measure 9 would apply for the Project at all locations: Watering facilities 
(e.g., tanks, developed springs, water lines, wells, etc.) would be repaired or replaced if they are 
damaged or destroyed by construction activities to their predisturbed condition, as required by 
the landowner or land management agency.  

If necessary, confined explosives with managed detonations may be used in isolated areas, which 
would generally be contained within 10 to 20 feet from the surface. Where applicable, 
geotechnical testing would be conducted to identify the conditions of and potential effects to 
wells or other developed groundwater facilities. Blasting would not be used where it could cause 
damage to developed water sources and facilities. A Blasting Plan will be included in the final 
POD for the entire Project, to include safety procedures and mitigation measures as outlined in 
the preliminary POD, Appendix A5 – Blasting Plan Methodology, which includes relevant 
standard and site-specific measures listed in the Final EIS and this EA (Section 2.7), and 
examples of other mitigation measures as follows: 
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 Avoid potential rockslide/landslide areas to the maximum extent possible and consult the 
blasting geologist before blasting in such areas. 

 Design blasts to minimize ground vibrations that can cause slope instability and impact 
wells and springs. 

 Limit hours of blasting to Monday through Saturday from 7:00 am to 7:00 pm, when 
blasting within 3,000 feet of sensitive receptors.  

 Avoid blasting within 500 feet of wells/springs to the maximum extent possible. 

 Adhere to species avoidance periods in Appendix B1 – Biological Resources Protection 
Plan. 

 The Blasting Plan will identify blasting procedures, including safety, use, storage, and 
transportation of explosives that will be employed where blasting is needed, and will 
specify the locations of needed blasting. 

 All blasting will be performed by registered licensed blasters who will be required to 
secure all necessary permits and comply with regulatory requirements in connection with 
the transportation, storage, and use of explosives and blast vibration limits for nearby 
structures, utilities, wildlife, and fish (where blasting is conducted in waterbodies). 

 Appropriate flags, barricades, and warning signals will be used to ensure safety during 
blasting operations. Blast mats will be used when needed to prevent damage and injury 
from flyrock. 

 Blasting in the vicinity of pipelines will be coordinated with the pipeline operator and 
will follow operator-specific procedures, as necessary. 

 Damage that results from blasting will be repaired, or the owner will be fairly 
compensated. 

 Proper blasting techniques, including proper cover of charges, should be followed.  

 Matting will be used in rock blasting operations to minimize and control dust. 

 Notification of blasting activities will be provided to nearby residents. 

 The blasting contractor will prepare site-specific blasting plans.  

2.3.3 Duct Bank Installation 

A concrete-encased duct bank would be installed in each of four parallel trenches, separated by a 
minimum of 15 feet between each of the duct banks. The individual conduits (ducts) in the duct 
bank are supported by spacers placed in the trench, and then high-strength concrete slurry is used 
to fill the spaces surrounding the ducts up to 3.5 feet from the bottom of the trench. Specialized 
backfill, a low-strength concrete slurry also known as fluidized thermal backfill (FTB), would be 
used to cover the duct bank to a minimum depth of 36 inches over the duct bank (unless 
supplemental protection is provided). FTB is engineered with a specific thermal resistivity to 
assist in heat dissipation of the cable system, thus increasing the maximum continuous power 
transfer. Approximately 1 foot of topsoil backfill is placed over the FTB up to the existing grade. 
For security, red tracer wire is placed on top of the duct bank below the FTB fill, and a red 
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warning tape is installed below the topsoil fill level. Duct bank installation would be scheduled 
to coincide with trench excavation to minimize the length of time an open trench is exposed.  

2.3.4 Vault Installation 

Vaults are precast, concrete units delivered to the site by truck and lowered into the trench. Each 
vault would be delivered in two or more pieces and joined together in position. A concrete 
surface cover containing two manholes is installed on the top of the vault. The manholes would 
be sealed after cable splicing and testing for security. These manhole covers are installed flush 
with grade and would be marked with signage to assist with location during emergencies or 
maintenance activities. A hand hole would be provided for access to the communications cable 
near each vault site. The typical installation time frame of each vault is approximately 1 week, 
beginning with excavation, placement, compaction, and finally resurfacing of the excavated area. 
Entrance to the manholes would not be allowed while any of the cables are energized. 

The typical lineal distance between splicing vaults is 1,500 feet, which is the expected cable reel 
length. Based on these metrics, the estimates are: Segment 1 – 24 vaults; Segment 2 – 24 vaults; 
Segment 3 – 12 vaults. The exact number of vaults required will be determined by final 
engineering and described in the POD. 

2.3.5 Cable Pulling, Splicing, and Termination 

Upon completion of the civil construction, cables are installed in the duct banks. Prior to 
installation of the cable, the ducts would be tested and cleaned by pulling a mandrel and swab 
through each of the ducts. If the mandrel is pulled successfully and the swab indicates no 
presence of foreign material, the duct is declared suitable for installation of the cable. Cable 
installation procedures and equipment would be based on environmental conditions, equipment 
and material placement, and pulling requirements. 

Each cable segment is installed, spliced at each of the vaults along the route, and terminated at 
the transition sites where the cable connects to overhead conductors. The typical setup 
(Figure 2-9) would be to set the reel of cable at the transition structure or at one of the vault 
locations and place the pulling rig at the opposite end. The cable should always be pulled from 
the transition structure to the nearest vault. Direction of pull between vaults should be 
determined based on the direction that results in the lowest pulling or sidewall tensions. Using 
wire rope, each section of cable is installed into its respective duct, while workers apply water-
based lubricant to the cable jacket to minimize the frictional forces placed on the cables.  
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Figure 2-9 Cable Pulling Setup 

Additional (spare) cables could be installed in each circuit at the time of construction. This cable 

would be spliced and terminated along with the three cables in one-half of the circuit. It would be 

available to be placed in service relatively quickly if a fault occurred on one of the primary 

cables for each circuit. 

Before termination or splicing operations begin, the cables are trained into the correct position 

using heat blankets. This process removes the curvature of the cable from being on the reel while 

also relieving any longitudinal strain exerted on the cable during pulling operations. After all the 

cable is pulled into the vaults from each direction, splicing of the cable would commence. This 

process would be followed until all the cable has been pulled, terminated, or spliced. When fully 

in place, the cable would be tested.  

2.3.6 Transition Station Construction 

Preparation and construction at the transition station sites would require the following: 

 Cut-and-fill grading (terrain dependent) 

 Placement and compaction of structural fill to serve as a sub-base under the foundations 

for equipment 

 Subsurface grounding grids 

 Subsurface control conduits 

 Grading to maintain drainage patterns 

 Oil spill containment facilities 

 Gravel-surfaced yard 

 Gravel-surfaced parking areas approximately 100 by 100 feet 

 Gravel-based roads (a minimum of 24 feet wide, based on site-specific conditions) 

 Fencing and gates 

 Facility construction 

 Revegetation with native plants, where practicable  
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2.3.7 Equipment and Material Transportation 

During construction, the well-established public road network in the Project area would afford 
ready access to most Project work sites for vehicles and equipment. Along the route, construction 
equipment, materials, and support vehicles are anticipated to use existing public roads to reach 
work sites. During construction, personnel traveling to and from work sites, as well as the 
movement of construction equipment, may cause temporary localized increases in traffic. When 
heavy equipment must be transported along public roads for delivery to the work sites, 
temporary disruptions in local traffic patterns or delays may occur. In addition, alternate traffic 
routes, which direct traffic away from distinct work sites, may be used. However, any such 
traffic-volume increases would be localized and limited to the construction phase, as would any 
potential alternate traffic routes. 

Transportation of the cable reels to the site would require special tractor trailer rigs travelling on 
state-approved routes to avoid height limitations on several bridges in route to the job sites. The 
cable reels would weigh approximately 75,000 pounds and be designed with a 12.5-foot 
maximum diameter to stay under the 16-foot height limitation of many major bridges. 

Thermally approved concrete and FTB would be delivered to the job site by concrete trucks, 
typically with an 8 cubic yard capacity, from ready-mix plants located in Mountainair or 
Socorro. Alternatively, concrete produced by batch plants or volumetric cement mixers could be 
used for duct bank installation in conjunction with conventional cement mixers for transition 
station construction.  

Temporary construction yards would be used for the staging of equipment and materials storage 
and the yards may include concrete batch plants. As noted in the Final EIS (Section 2.4.10.2), the 
yards would be located every 40 miles, and batch plants would be located every 30 miles, along 
the Project right-of-way. Constructions yards would preferably be located on previously 
disturbed lands with direct access to public roads and utilities. Additional temporary construction 
yards may be needed at intermediate sites to accommodate construction of the Mitigation 
Proposal segments. The locations of construction yards would be determined according to 
engineering studies during preparation of the Final POD. The Project owner or contractors would 
secure parcels through agreements with landowners, and special use permits may be required. 

Emergency vehicle and local access must be coordinated with local jurisdictions as necessary. 

2.3.8 Construction Duration 

Construction of the Mitigation Proposal segments would occur in sequential phases and be 
completed within the same construction period as the Project. The total duration of construction 
for the Mitigation Proposal would be approximately 2 years including the two 500-kV 
transmission lines with underground construction with transition stations.  

The following describes a typical sequence of construction for one of four parallel transmission 
cable ductbanks and associated vaults for an approximate 1,500-foot-long portion of 
underground construction. It is anticipated that construction of multiple 1,500-foot-long portions 
of underground construction could occur simultaneously. Trenching operations are typically 
staged such that a maximum of 600 to 800 linear feet of trench is open at any one time. 
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Vaults are typically installed first. The excavation and installation of a vault on each end of a 
1,500-foot portion of underground construction would take approximately 1 week. If soil 
conditions have significant rock, additional time could be required for excavation and installation 
of vaults.  

Excavation of the trench and installation of the ductbanks would follow vault installation. 
Trenching would occur from vault to vault. The ductbank installation is a multi-step operation 
with time required for materials to cure. A 1,500-foot ductbank (one trench) excavation and 
installation is anticipated to take approximately 10 days in typical soil conditions. 

2.3.9 Labor Force and Equipment 

The estimated workforce and equipment required to construct the Mitigation Proposal segments 
and transition stations are listed in Tables 2-1 and 2-2. The Mitigation Proposal would consist of 
sequential phases of construction at each segment, and each line would be constructed 
independently at different time periods. An estimated total of 163 workers would be required for 
construction of each underground transmission line segment, and approximately 70 workers 
would be needed to construct each new transition station. Actual construction workforce at any 
one time would be less than the maximum due to sequential phases of construction. In total, the 
maximum Mitigation Proposal construction workforce, which includes personnel for 
construction of underground segments and transition stations, would be 233 if the work were to 
take place simultaneously to install parallel lines or separate segments to accelerate the 
construction schedule.  

Table 2-1. Estimated Personnel and Equipment for Underground Transmission Line Construction 
(per segment) 

Activity Equipment Type 
500-kV AC or DC Line 

Quantity of Equipment Personnel (per line) 

Material Yard/ 
Receiving/Distribution 

3/4-ton Pickup 4 

14 
10,000 lb. Forklift 2 
50-ton Crane 2 
Tractor Trailer (flatbed) 6 
20-ton Boom Truck 3 

Survey 
(Construction Staking) 

1/2-ton Pickup 2 
4 

ATVs 2 

Soil Borings 
3/4-ton Pickup 2 

6 
Drill Rig 2 

Right-of-way Clearing 
3/4-ton Pickup 3 

4 Chainsaw 2 
Hydro Axe 1 

Roads and Access 

1-ton Pickup 2 

6 
Cat D-6 1 
Grader 1 
Dump Truck 2 
Water Truck 3 

Vault Installation  
(2 crews) 

1/2-ton Pickup 2 

18 
1-ton Pickup 2 
Excavator 2 
Loader/Backhoe 2 
Boom Truck 2 
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Table 2-1. Estimated Personnel and Equipment for Underground Transmission Line Construction 
(per segment) 

Activity Equipment Type 
500-kV AC or DC Line 

Quantity of Equipment Personnel (per line) 
75-ton R/T Crane 2 
Cat D-6 dozer 1 

Duct Bank Excavation 
(4 crews) 

1/2-ton Pickup 5 

60 

2-ton Flatbed 5 
Excavator  4 
Air Compressor 4 
Rock Drill 4 
Dump Truck 4 
Front End Loader 4 
Concrete Truck –Volumetric 4 
30-ton R/T Crane 4 
Water truck 4 
Tractor 4 
Trailer –Flatbed 4 
20-ton Boom Truck 4 
Cat D-6 dozer  
D-8 dozer 

2 
2 

Underground Cable 
Installation 
(1 crew) 

1/2-ton Pickup 2 

15 

1-ton Flatbed Truck 1 
Water Truck 1 
Tractor 2 
Reel Trailer 2 
Cable Puller 1 
20-ton Boom Truck 2 
120-Ton Crane 1 
Air Compressor 1 

Cable Splicing 
(3 crews) 

1/2-ton Pickup 3 
32 1-ton Flat Truck 6 

Truck –Cable splicer 3 

Restoration 

1/2-ton Pickup 2 

4 
Tractor with Disc 1 
Cat D-4 1 
Hydro Seed Truck 1 

Contractor Management/ 
Compliance Monitors 

1/2-ton Pickup 10 
20 

ATV (Inspection) 2 
Total Personnel1   163 
1Assume each segment would be worked separately. Two duct banks would be worked concurrently. 
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Table 2-2. Estimated Personnel and Equipment for Underground Transmission Line Construction 
(per transition station) 

Activity Equipment Type 
500-kV Transmission (per transition station) 

Quantity of Equipment Personnel 

Material Yard/Receiving/ 
Distribution 

3/4-ton Pickup 2 

3 
5-ton R/T Forklift 2 
50-ton Crane 1 
Tractor Trailer 1 
30-ton Boom Truck 1 

Construction Staking 1/2-ton Pickup 1 2 

Soil Borings 
3/4-ton Pickup 1 

2 
Drill Rig 1 

Site Clearing and Grading 

3/4-ton Pickup 2 

14 

1-ton Pickup 2 
Cat D-6 2 
Grader 2 
Semi with Dump Trailer 4 
Water Truck 2 
Scrapers 2 
Roller Compactors 2 

Foundations/Raceway/Gro
unding 

1/2-ton Pickup 3 

12 

3/4-ton Pickup 4 
Drill Rig 1 
Loader/Backhoe 2 
Boom Truck 1 
Concrete Truck 1 
Excavator 1 
Dump Truck 2 
10-ton R/T Forklift 1 
Mini Excavator 2 
Air Compressor 2 
Trencher 2 
Roller Compactor 2 
Hand Compactor 3 

Structure and Equipment 
Installation 

1/2-ton Pickup 4 

15 

1-ton Line Truck 2 
200-ton Crane 1 
30-ton Boom Truck 4 
Air Compressor 3 
Man Lifts 4 
50-ton Crane 2 
Generator 2 
5-ton R/T Forklift 4 

Wiring 

1/2-ton Pickup 1 

12 
1-ton Line Truck 1 
Generator 2 
5-ton R/T Forklift 1 

Testing and Cleanup 
1/2-ton Pickup 2 

5 Bucket Truck/Boom with 
Basket 

2 

Contractor Management 
and Compliance 

1/2-ton Pickup 5 5 

Total per Transition Station  70 
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2.4 Operation, Maintenance and Decommissioning 

To maintain functionality of the transmission grid, all equipment installed as part of the system is 
maintained or inspected on a scheduled basis to ensure functionality, reliability, and longevity of 
the system. Installation of 500-kV underground transmission facilities is very limited in the 
United States, and no meaningful data is available concerning operation and maintenance of 
these types of facilities. Typical life expectancy for a high voltage XLPE underground system is 
40 to 50 years. Some components, such as the cable racking system in the splicing vault, could 
require earlier replacement. It is assumed underground transmission facilities would be operated 
and maintained in a manner similar to other extra-high voltage (EHV) circuit currently operating 
today. Catastrophic failures of the cable or facilities are not anticipated; however, if failure 
occurs, the protection equipment for an EHV transmission line would isolate the fault within 
approximately 50 milliseconds.  

Additionally, a consistently operating transmission line is necessary to maintain the overall 
integrity of the regional transmission system and to provide power to consumers. The SunZia 
Project has received an Accepted Rating from the Western Electricity Coordinating Council 
(WECC). WECC’s three-phase rating system is a process that is intended to ensure that new 
projects are integrated into the existing bulk power electrical system in a manner that protects the 
integrity of the existing system. The rating process requires applicants to demonstrate how their 
project will meet North American Electric Reliability Corporation/WECC guidelines and at the 
completion of the process affords some protection when additional interconnections are proposed 
or new limitations are discovered.  

This process is collaborative in nature, characterized by technical reviews by peers, and requires 
the coordination of a project review group that is comprised of regional public and private 
electric utilities, independent transmission owners, regional transmission organizations, other 
interested parties, and the project sponsors. Consideration was given to underground construction 
and operation standards that may affect the SunZia Project’s rating. 

The following practices are generally accepted utility maintenance standards for typical 
equipment that is used in transmission installations.  

2.4.1 Splicing Vault and Cable Inspections 

The inspection of splicing vaults and cables would be conducted yearly for the first 5 years and 
then every 3 years. The inspection requires three qualified personnel typically using a one-ton 
truck with trailer, and normally would start with opening each splicing vault to inspect for the 
presence of water and remove it if present. Prior to entering any underground facility, an 
atmospheric test must be performed on the enclosure and the results of the test must be 
satisfactory. If the atmosphere is found to be unsuitable, work must stop until the situation is 
resolved. Once in the vault, all ground connections should be visually inspected for corrosion or 
mechanical damage. Cable supports and mounting hardware should be secure and free of rust 
and corrosion. Cables and splices should be inspected for signs of deterioration or movement as 
well as being securely mounted to supporting brackets. 
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It is recommended that each of these maintenance activities take place every year for the first 5 
years, while the warranty is in effect, after which the inspection activities should take place no 
less than every 3 years. 

After the visual inspection has been completed, an infrared test is conducted to measure the 
temperature of the cables and splices. This information is documented and is useful in 
determining if there is a variance between components, which could indicate a problem, or it can 
be compared with previous readings to see if there is an overall degradation of the system. The 
route of the duct bank installation should be observed for any depressions or low areas. These 
could be evidence of settling of the duct system and could potentially stress the cables or splices 
in adjacent vaults. 

2.4.2 Transition Stations 

A typical cycle would be functional testing of equipment in each station every 3 years. The relay 
and control enclosure and support systems require maintenance, and these functions are 
performed on a monthly basis to ensure security of the site and reliability of the system. 
Typically, one qualified individual would be scheduled to conduct a monthly inspection starting 
with a visual inspection of the yard, paying close attention for presence of bird contamination of 
insulators, structures, or terminations.  

An annual infrared inspection is conducted on all bus connections and attachment points to 
identify abnormalities due to heating. This activity could be coordinated with the cable 
inspections. Terminators should be inspected to determine if the insulator skirts are chipped or 
cracked. If so, they must be repaired or replaced. Where circuit breakers are used, periodic 
maintenance would be required as per manufacturer recommendations. Depending on the type of 
breaker used, outages would be taken for periods of 1 to 2 weeks to maintain and inspect internal 
components. Typical maintenance cycles for this equipment are 4 to 6 years. 

Lightning arrestors should be checked for signs of tracking and chipped or cracked skirts. In 
addition, ground connections should be checked to ensure tightness. These inspections should be 
performed every year. 

2.4.3 Repair and Restoration  

If a splice is damaged, the restoration activities would take place only at the splicing vault 
location. Should a cable replacement be required, restoration activities would take place at the 
vault location at each end of the affected cable. If cables are replaced, new cables would be 
pulled through the existing conduits from within the splicing vaults, and therefore minimize 
disruption to ranching operations. 

Minor and anticipated repairs to the transition stations and underground cable segments might 
require the temporary de-energization of the facilities. Repairs to the transition stations are 
assumed to be equivalent to repairs required in a typical 500-kV substation. If there is a failure in 
the underground segment requiring a minor repair, repairs would typically progress as follows: 
(1) the spare cable would be spliced to allow replacement of services of temporary de-
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energization and (2) the failed segment of cable would be removed and replaced. The type of 
work associated with removing and replacing a failed segment of underground transmission line 
would be consistent with the work associated with the initial pulling of the transmission line that 
occurred after installation of the duct banks, as described in Section 2.3 of this EA. 

If emergency restoration is required, then similar activities would occur as during construction, 
depending upon the nature of the failure. Damage to a cable section may require excavation of 
the duct bank in the affected cable run as well as repairs taking place at each adjacent vault 
location. 

Frequency and duration of outages affect the reliability of a transmission line. Outages on 
overhead transmission lines are most often caused by weather-related events (e.g., lightning or 
strong storms) or accidental collisions with conductors or structures. Often overhead 
transmission line outages can be restored in a relatively timely fashion by manual reclosing of 
circuit breakers after some field reconnaissance to determine the probable cause of the outage. 
Repair times for outages that are not restored by re-energizing the line are typically less than 24 
hours in duration as damaged areas are relatively easy to locate on overhead lines. 

Outages on underground transmission lines are most often the result of ground excavation in the 
vicinity of the buried cables, or a failure of accessories such as terminations (typically located 
inside of fenced substations) and splices (located inside of vaults). The typical time needed to 
repair a failure of accessories such as terminations and splices is often lengthy because these 
repairs require additional effort to identify, access, expose, and repair the damaged cables and 
could take several days or weeks to fully restore service.  

The combined effect of outage and repair time must be taken into consideration to determine 
overall reliability or availability of a transmission line. Although outages are more likely on 
overhead transmission lines due to the variability of storms, repair times for overhead 
transmission line outages are shorter in duration, which typically results in greater availability of 
overhead transmission lines. Restoration periods are also affected if the failed transmission 
facilities are in remote areas resulting in longer access durations, particularly during inclement 
weather and periods of intermittent flooding. With respect to the SunZia Project, full repair and 
restoration of the underground segments could vary depending on the cause of the outage. 
SunZia will maintain off-site spare material inventories to restore interrupted service. During this 
restoration time, and since the underground circuit has two cables per phase, the underground 
line could operate at a reduced capacity with the remaining set of cables. 

2.4.4 Decommissioning 

The term of the BLM right-of-way grant to allow use of federal land would be limited to 50 
years, although the useful life of the Project facilities is projected to be at least 50 years and up to 
75 years. The transmission lines and associated facilities would be decommissioned at the end of 
the useful life of the Project if the facilities were no longer required (after 50 years, or longer 
with a new right-of-way grant or renewal). Subsequently, conductors, insulators, concrete pads, 
and above grade hardware would be dismantled and removed from the right-of-way. Tower and 
pole structures would be removed and foundations broken off at least 2 feet below ground 
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surface. For the underground segments, the conductor cables would be removed for salvage and 
vaults would be backfilled with slurry or native soil. Project roads would be removed and the 
impacted areas restored. Roads may be left in place at the discretion land management agency or 
individual land owner. All areas of permanent disturbance would be restored in accordance with 
a Termination and Reclamation Plan approved by the BLM Authorized Officer. 

2.5 No Action Alternative 

This EA seeks to determine whether the Mitigation Proposal would have significantly different 
impacts than the impacts analyzed for the Preferred Alternative route, and thus, require BLM to 
supplement the Final EIS. The Final EIS included the analysis of a No Action alternative to 
provide a baseline for comparison of environmental effects that could occur with implementation 
of action alternatives and to demonstrate potential consequences of not meeting the purpose and 
need of a proposed action (see Final EIS, Section 2.3.1). As stated in the Final EIS, under the No 
Action alternative the BLM would not grant a right-of-way for construction and operation of the 
proposed Project and it would not amend any planning decisions. The Project facilities, including 
transmission lines and substations, would not be built and existing land uses and present 
activities in the Project study area would continue. The No Action alternative does not consider 
the potential for additional actions that could occur contingent on the denial of the proposed 
action or alternatives. Service by the existing transmission system in the study area would 
continue. 

For purposes of this EA, the No Action alternative would be the construction and operation of 
the proposed SunZia Transmission Project lines as described in the Final EIS (i.e., overhead and 
not underground). The ROD would be issued to approve the overhead transmission line project 
without the burial of portions of the lines described in the Mitigation Proposal. 

2.6 Alternatives to Mitigation Proposal Considered but Eliminated from Detailed 
Analysis 

The Western Segment alignment of the BLM Preferred Alternative route, located on BLM and 
private lands south of the Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge, was modified in response to 
potential construction constraints for the burial of the transmission lines. The Project Applicant 
has proposed an alternative to construct the transmission line along the Western Segment with 
shorter, overhead transmission line structures that would reduce the typical heights from 135 feet 
to less than 100 feet along the modified alignment for approximately 1 mile. 

The change to lower structures would appear to reduce the potential for interference with low-
level missile flights along the Western Segment. Unlike the overhead transmission alignment 
along the BLM Preferred Route, the overhead lines along the modified route would be located 
below and directly north of a steep landform that is higher than the towers. Missiles would be 
required to fly above the structures to clear the landform. Construction of this overhead 
alternative would also mitigate visual resource impacts. Because the modified alignment would 
be located below the landform between the transmission lines and the Wilderness Study Area 
(WSA), it would result in lower impact to views from the WSA, and potentially reduce the 
amount of non-conformance with the VRM Class II area. This alternative has been considered, 



 

SunZia Southwest Transmission Project  2-23 Environmental Assessment 
  for the Project Mitigation Proposal 

but was eliminated because the DoD’s Mitigation Proposal specifically required that the 
transmission lines be buried. Therefore, this alternative would not meet BLM’s objectives.  

Another alternative was considered to construct and operate underground transmission facilities 
across the entire length of the Call-up Area but was eliminated from further consideration. 
Similar to the reasons above, burial of the this portion of the Project is considered technically 
infeasible due to potential reliability concerns, operational risks, environmental impacts, and 
high construction cost. 

2.7 Additional Mitigation Measures Adopted as Part of the Mitigation Proposal 

Mitigation measures that have been specified for application in the Project are described in the 
Final EIS (Proposed action and alternatives, Section 2.4.12, pp. 2-88 through 2-99). A summary 
of these mitigation measures is provided in the following description and tables. These 
mitigation measures would be implemented for construction and operation of the proposed 
overhead transmission line as applicable, as well as the segments to be constructed underground 
and associated facilities described in this EA. 

Mitigation includes specific means, measures, or practices that would reduce or eliminate effects 
of the proposed action or alternatives. Mitigation may be used to reduce or avoid adverse impacts 
to environmental resources, whether or not they are significant in nature. Standard mitigation 
(ST) measures are those that apply to the Project as a whole. These measures typically address 
specific environmental policies, BMPs, planning guidelines, or regulatory requirements. 
Standard mitigation measures are listed in Table 2-3. 

Selective mitigation (SE) measures (Table 2-4) were developed in collaboration with the BLM 
and cooperating agencies during the preparation of the EIS and include measures or techniques 
recommended or required by the agencies or landowners. These mitigation measures were 
carried forward into this EA. As such, selective mitigation measures provide a planning tool for 
minimizing potential adverse impacts. Where warranted, selective mitigation measures are 
recommended to reduce potential impacts in specific locations. These measures would be 
modified as appropriate, to reduce impacts associated with specific resource concerns (e.g., 
cultural, biological, visual) for the selected route and included prior to Project construction in 
the final POD. Additional site-specific NEPA analysis would be completed as required (e.g., 
where construction of new access routes would be located outside of the proposed right-of-way). 
The construction contractor(s) would adhere to the measures identified during the 
engineering/design phase, as well as those measures that address construction and reclamation 
activities. The compliance inspection contractor (CIC) would be responsible for the oversight of 
the implementation of these measures, to ensure the Applicant and the construction contractor(s) 
meet the intent of the mitigation measures.  

In compliance with Section 7 of the ESA, mitigation to address the loss of critical habitat would 
be implemented as specified by the USFWS in the Biological Opinion. Such mitigation measures 
may include on-site or off-site compensation or habitat replacement. The U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers would also participate in this mitigation plan as required under Section 404 of the 
Clean Water Act (CWA) to address the potential loss of wetlands or riparian resources. 
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To address potential impacts to migratory birds, and in compliance with the Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act (MBTA), Executive Order 13186, and the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act 
(BGEPA), mitigation measures have been prescribed in the Final EIS (and included in this EA). 
Among others, standard mitigation measures include preconstruction surveys (ST 25, Table 2-3), 
and selective measures include installing bird diverters to increase visibility of wires (SE 15, 
Table 2-4) 

Additional mitigation measures to reduce the potential for avian collisions would be specified in 
detail in the final POD, and associated Avian Protection Plan and conservation strategy as approved 
by the USFWS, to be implemented during construction and operation of the Project. The USFWS 
would participate in the mitigation planning process to facilitate the eventual approval of the 
Avian Protection Plan, which would identify certain measures that may include, but would not be 
limited to, the following: 

 Applying special structural design to decrease the heights of groundwires and conductors 

 Marking wires (bird diverters) and/or using special structure design to increase visibility 
to birds 

 Monitoring to ensure mitigation measures are implemented  

 Conducting additional avian studies, surveys, and/or monitoring to record the presence of 
birds and incidence of avian collisions, and provide data that could be useful to minimize 
the potential for collisions with the Project, as well as with existing and future power 
lines in other locations 

 Conducting habitat equivalency, or resource equivalency, analyses for calculating in-kind 
replacement of lost ecological functions and values (services), as determined applicable, 
to improve the breeding productivity of migratory birds 

Table 2-3. Standard Mitigation Measures 
Standard mitigation measures are part of the Project description; 

they are applied to all alternatives considered in the impact assessment. 

Mitigation Measure 

Mitigation Application Phase 
Engineering, 
Design, and 

Location Construction Operations 

1 

Prior to construction, a detailed POD will be developed 
to further describe Project features, selective mitigation, 
and procedures. At a minimum, the POD will address 
Project design, construction and operation considerations, 
biological considerations (including noxious weed 
management), cultural resources, paleontological 
considerations, hazardous materials management, and 
reclamation considerations. 

• • • 

2 
All vehicle movement outside the right-of-way would 
typically be restricted to designated access, contractor 
acquired access, or public roads. 

• • • 
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Table 2-3. Standard Mitigation Measures 
Standard mitigation measures are part of the Project description; 

they are applied to all alternatives considered in the impact assessment. 

Mitigation Measure 

Mitigation Application Phase 
Engineering, 
Design, and 

Location Construction Operations 

3 

The boundary of construction activities would typically 
be predetermined, with activity restricted to and confined 
within those limits. No paint or permanent discoloring 
agents would be applied to rocks or vegetation to indicate 
survey or construction activity limits. 

 •  

4 

The alignment of any new access roads or overland route 
would follow the designated area’s landform contours 
where possible, provided that such alignment does not 
additionally impact resource values. This would 
minimize ground disturbance and/or reduce scarring 
(visual contrast). 

• •  

5 

In construction areas where grading is not required, 
vegetation would be left in place wherever possible, and 
original contour would be maintained to avoid excessive 
root damage and allow for regrowth. All existing roads 
would be left in a condition equal to or better than their 
condition prior to the construction of the transmission 
lines, as determined by the appropriate land-managing 
agency. 

• •  

6 

To limit new disturbance, existing access roads in the 
Project area would be used to the extent practicable, 
provided that doing so does not additionally impact 
resource values. 

• • • 

7 
Construction holes left open overnight would be 
appropriately fenced or covered to prevent damage to 
wildlife or livestock. 

 •  

8 

In construction areas (e.g., marshalling yards, structure 
sites, spur roads from existing access roads) where 
grading is required, surface restoration would be 
implemented as required by the landowner or BLM 
Authorized Officer. The method of restoration would 
normally consist of returning disturbed areas back to 
their natural contour, reseeding (where required), cross 
drains installed for erosion control, placing water bars in 
the road, and filling ditches. 

 •  

9 

Watering facilities (e.g., tanks, developed springs, water 
lines, wells, etc.) would be repaired or replaced if they 
are damaged or destroyed by construction activities to 
their predisturbed condition, as required by the 
landowner or land management agency. Temporary 
watering facilities would be provided for wildlife and 
livestock until permanent repair or replacement is 
complete. 

 •  
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Table 2-3. Standard Mitigation Measures 
Standard mitigation measures are part of the Project description; 

they are applied to all alternatives considered in the impact assessment. 

Mitigation Measure 

Mitigation Application Phase 
Engineering, 
Design, and 

Location Construction Operations 

10 
Nonspecular conductors would be used, where specified 
by the BLM Authorized Officer, to reduce visual 
impacts. 

• •  

11 
“Dulled” metal or self-weathering finish structures would 
be used to reduce visual impacts, if specified by the BLM 
Authorized Officer. 

• •  

12 
Structures and/or groundwire would be marked with 
high-visibility devices where required by government 
agencies (e.g., Federal Aviation Administration [FAA]). 

• • • 

13 
On agricultural land, right-of-way would be aligned, in 
so far as practicable, to reduce the impact to farm 
operations and agricultural production. 

•   

14 

Prior to construction, all supervisory construction 
personnel would be instructed on the protection of 
cultural and ecological resources. The training program 
outlined in the HPTP would be implemented. To assist in 
this effort, the construction CIC or a resource specialist 
would address: (a) federal and state laws regarding 
antiquities and plants and wildlife, including collection 
and removal; (b) the importance of these resources and 
the purpose and necessity of protecting them. 

• •  

15 

Cultural resources would continue to be considered 
during post-EIS phases of Project implementation, in 
accordance with a PA executed for the Project. This 
would involve efforts such as intensive surveys, 
documentary and archival research, and/or visual 
modeling to inventory and evaluate potential impacts to 
historic properties within the areas of potential effect, as 
identified in the PA (direct and indirect). This would also 
require preparation and approval of a cultural resource 
inventory report, and the preparation and implementation 
of an approved HPTP to avoid, minimize, or mitigate 
adverse effects, as appropriate to each historic property. 

• • • 

16 

Project Owners would respond to complaints of line-
generated radio or television interference by investigating 
the complaints and implementing appropriate mitigation 
measures. The transmission line would be evaluated on a 
regular basis so that damaged insulators or other line 
materials that could cause interference are repaired or 
replaced. 

  • 

17 

Project Owners would apply necessary mitigation to 
eliminate problems of induced currents and voltages onto 
conductive objects sharing right-of-way, to the mutual 
satisfaction of the parties involved. 

• • • 
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Table 2-3. Standard Mitigation Measures 
Standard mitigation measures are part of the Project description; 

they are applied to all alternatives considered in the impact assessment. 

Mitigation Measure 

Mitigation Application Phase 
Engineering, 
Design, and 

Location Construction Operations 

18 

Roads would be built as near as possible at right angles to 
the streams and washes. Culverts or temporary bridges 
would be installed where necessary. All construction and 
operations activities shall be conducted in a manner that 
would minimize disturbance to vegetation, drainage 
channels, and intermittent or perennial stream banks.  

• • • 

19 
To the extent practicable, structures would be sited with a 
minimum distance of 200 feet from stream banks. •   

20 

All requirements of those entities having jurisdiction over 
air quality matters would be adhered to, any necessary dust 
control plans would be developed, and permits for 
construction activities would be obtained. Open burning of 
construction trash would not be allowed unless permitted 
by appropriate authorities. 

 •  

21 

Fences and gates would be repaired or replaced to their 
original, predisturbed condition, as required by the 
landowner or the BLM Authorized Officer if they are 
damaged or destroyed by construction activities. New 
temporary and/or permanent gates would be installed 
only with the permission of the landowner or the BLM. 
Temporary gates not required for postconstruction access 
control (see SE 6) would be removed following 
construction completion, and the area restored in 
accordance with the POD (see ST 1). 

 • • 

22 

Transmission line materials would be designed and tested 
to minimize corona. Bundle configuration and larger 
diameter conductors would be used to limit the audible 
noise, radio interference, and television interference due 
to corona. Tension would be maintained on all insulator 
assemblies to ensure positive contact between insulators, 
avoiding sparking. Caution would be exercised during 
construction and operations to avoid scratching or 
nicking the conductor surface, which may provide points 
for corona to occur. 

• • • 

23 

During operation of the transmission lines, the right-of-
way would be maintained free of nonbiodegradable 
debris. Slash would be left in place or disposed of in 
accordance with requirements of the landowner or 
management agency. 

 • • 

24 

In consultation with appropriate land-management 
agencies, specific mitigation measures for 
paleontological resources would be developed and 
implemented to mitigate any identified adverse impacts. 
These measures would include: preparation of a PRMP; 

• •  
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Table 2-3. Standard Mitigation Measures 
Standard mitigation measures are part of the Project description; 

they are applied to all alternatives considered in the impact assessment. 

Mitigation Measure 

Mitigation Application Phase 
Engineering, 
Design, and 

Location Construction Operations 
paleontological surveys; personnel education; monitoring 
ground disturbance for fossils; curation of fossils; and 
deposition of fossils in a paleontological repository. 

25 

Preconstruction surveys for species listed under the ESA 
or specified by the appropriate land management agency 
as sensitive or of concern would be conducted in areas of 
known occurrence or suitable habitat. Timing of the 
surveys would be determined by species, coordinated 
with agency wildlife biologists, and completed prior to 
construction. Monitoring of construction activities would 
be required in some areas to ensure that effects to these 
species are avoided during construction. If Bald Eagle or 
Golden Eagle nests are identified during preconstruction 
surveys, seasonal restrictions on construction within a 
specified buffer would be implemented in coordination 
with the USFWS and/or species survey protocols, as 
appropriate, and comply with the BGEPA. 
Preconstruction nesting-season surveys for migratory 
birds, and surveys for Burrowing Owls in suitable 
habitat, would be conducted as needed to comply with 
the MBTA. 

• • • 

26 

Preconstruction native plant inventories and surveys for 
noxious weed species as stipulated by the appropriate 
land-administering agency would also be conducted once 
transmission line centerline, access roads, and tower sites 
have been located. 

• •  

27 

Surveys for bat roosts would be conducted within ¼ mile 
of the Project right-of-way in areas that potentially 
contain caves, karst features, or mines. Occupied bat 
roosts would be avoided. 

• •  

28 

Paniculate agave plants (Agave palmeri, A. parryi, and A. 
chrysantha) and saguaro cacti (Carnegiea gigantea) 
within the known range of the Lesser Long-nosed Bat or 
Cactus Ferruginous Pygmy-owl would be avoided or 
salvaged for replanting within the right-of-way or 
suitable adjacent habitat. Only agaves not possessing 
flower stalks would be salvaged, and only saguaros of 
transplantable size (15 feet or less in height) would be 
salvaged. 

• •  

29 

Electrical facility design would be in accordance with 
“Suggested Practices for Raptor Protection on Power 
Lines” (Avian Power Line Interaction Committee 
[APLIC] 2012). 

•   

HPTP – Historic Properties Treatment Plan 
PRMP – Paleontological Resources Monitoring Plan  
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Table 2-4. SunZia Selective Mitigation Measures 

Mitigation Measure Mitigation Examples 

Mitigation 
Application Phase Mitigation Effectiveness 
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1. No widening or upgrading of existing access roads 
would be undertaken in the area of construction and 
operations, except for repairs necessary to make roads 
passable, where soils and vegetation are very sensitive 
to disturbance, or where existing archaeological sites 
are present. 

 

• • • 

• • •   • • • • 
Avoiding unnecessary access road upgrades would limit the amount of 
habitat disturbed or removed. In addition, the avoidance of road upgrades 
would minimize increases to vehicular traffic, thereby reducing the 
potential for indirect effects such as damage or loss of vegetation, spread of 
noxious weeds, harassment of wildlife, vandalism of cultural resources, 
and disturbance to sensitive land uses (e.g., parks, preservation, and 
recreation areas). 

2. There would be no blading of new access roads in 
select areas of construction and operations. Existing 
crossings would be utilized at perennial streams, 
designated recreational trails, and irrigation channels. 
Off-road or cross-country access routes would be used 
for construction and maintenance in select areas. This 
would minimize ground disturbance impacts. These 
access routes must be flagged with an easily seen 
marker, and the route must be approved in advance of 
use by the BLM Authorized Officer or landowner. 

 

• •  

• • •  • • • • • 
Selective Mitigation Measure 2 is effective for the same reasons as 
Selective Mitigation Measure 1. Minimizing ground-disturbing 
construction activities in the same vicinity as streams would limit 
disturbance to riparian areas and/or streambeds, thereby avoiding turbidity 
and sedimentation. In addition, it would limit land use conflicts with trails 
and/or disruption of sensitive views. 

3. Overland access (i.e., drive-and-crush or cut-and-clear) 
would be used to the greatest extent possible in areas 
where no grading would be needed to access work 
areas. Drive-and-crush is vehicular travel to access a 
site without significantly modifying the landscape. 
Vegetation is crushed, but not cropped. Soil is 
compacted, but no surface soil is removed. Cut-and-
clear is considered as brushing off (removal) of all 
vegetation to improve or provide suitable access for 
equipment. All vegetation is removed using above-
ground cutting methods that leave the root crown 
intact. 

 

• • • 

• • •  • • • •  
Overland access would avoid or minimize the removal of surface soil and 
vegetation, reducing the potential for erosion and loss of habitat. In 
addition, avoiding the construction of a new road would reduce the 
potential for increased traffic and the associated indirect effects. 
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Table 2-4. SunZia Selective Mitigation Measures 

Mitigation Measure Mitigation Examples 

Mitigation 
Application Phase Mitigation Effectiveness 
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4. All new access roads not required for maintenance 
would be permanently closed using the most effective 
and least environmentally damaging methods 
appropriate to that area (e.g., stock piling and replacing 
topsoil, or rock replacement), with concurrence of the 
landowner or appropriate land management agency. 
This would limit new or improved accessibility into the 
area. 

 

 • • 

• • •  • • • • • 
Closing access roads where they are not needed after construction protects 
the resources in that area from further disturbance for reasons described in 
SE 1.  

5. In addition to standard reseeding and recontouring 
practices (see ST 8), a detailed Project reclamation 
plan would be developed to mitigate site-specific 
resource impacts. 

  • • 
• • •  • • • •  

 

6. To minimize disturbance to sensitive habitats or 
resources, access roads required for operations 
purposes would be gated or otherwise blocked from 
public access. Fences would meet BLM or other 
applicable agency/owner specifications. 

 

 • • 

    • • •  • 
Limiting access to sensitive areas would reduce the potential for indirect 
effects associated with increased traffic. 

7. Modified tower design or alternate tower type would 
be used to minimize ground disturbance, operational 
conflicts, visual contrast, and/or avian conflicts. 

 

• • • 

    •  • •  
Flexibility in designing the tower or use of different tower types would 
allow tower structures to be adapted to specific site situations (i.e., 
Condition 1 – New Route, Condition 2 – Existing Corridor).  
For example, in areas where there are sensitive views and an existing 
transmission line, structures used for the Project would match the existing 
structures, minimizing visual contrast. Structures with perching 
opportunities for aerial predators where sensitive grassland species occur 
may be used.  
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Table 2-4. SunZia Selective Mitigation Measures 

Mitigation Measure Mitigation Examples 

Mitigation 
Application Phase Mitigation Effectiveness 
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8. In designated areas, structures would be placed so as to 
avoid, and/or to allow conductors to span sensitive 
features such as riparian areas, water courses, roads, 
trails, bat roosts, and cultural sites within limits of 
standard tower design. This would minimize the 
amount of sensitive features disturbed and/or reduce 
visual contrast. 

 

•   

• • •  • • • • • 
Flexibility in the placement of structures allows for sensitive features to be 
avoided. Realigning the structures along a route or realigning the route can 
result in avoiding or minimizing direct impacts to resources, such as 
cultural and biological, as well as land uses such as agriculture, parks, 
preservation, hazardous substance remediation, and recreation areas. 

9. Standard tower design would be modified to 
correspond with spacing of existing transmission line 
structures where feasible, and within limits of standard 
tower design. The typical span would be modified to 
correspond with existing structures, but not necessarily 
at every location. This would reduce visual contrast 
and/or potential operational conflicts. 

 

•   

    •  • • • 
Matching tower spacing with existing parallel lines reduces the visual 
space occupied by the structures and minimizes the amount of contrast 
between the man-made structures and the landscape. 

10. At highway, canyon, and trail crossings, structures are 
to be placed at the maximum distance practicable from 
the crossing to reduce visual impacts. 

 

•   

      • • • 
Placing structures at a maximum distance from major or sensitive crossings 
(i.e., roads and trails) would reduce visual impacts and potential safety 
hazards (i.e., vehicle collision with tower). 
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Table 2-4. SunZia Selective Mitigation Measures 

Mitigation Measure Mitigation Examples 

Mitigation 
Application Phase Mitigation Effectiveness 
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11. To reduce visual contrast, mineral or asphalt emulsions 
(e.g., PermeonTM or approved equivalent) would be 
applied in rocky areas where newly exposed rock color 
would create strong landscape contrasts. 

 

• •  

       • • 
The implementation of mineral or asphalt emulsions (e.g., PermeonTM or 
approved equivalent) would reduce the visual contrast between exposed 
ground and the surrounding environment. The application of this mitigation 
would be determined in the field, during or after construction, by the CIC 
and Authorized Officers. 

12. With the exception of emergency repair situations, 
right-of-way construction, restoration, maintenance, 
and termination activities in designated areas would be 
modified or discontinued during sensitive periods (e.g., 
nesting and breeding periods) for candidate, proposed 
threatened and endangered, or other sensitive animal 
species. Sensitive periods, species affected, and areas 
of concern would be approved in advance of 
construction or operations by the BLM Authorized 
Officer. 

  

 • • 

    •     
Restricting construction activities or maintenance during breeding or 
nesting periods eliminates potential disturbance of wildlife during these 
critical periods of their life cycles.  

13. Helicopter placement of structures may be used to 
reduce ground disturbance (e.g., to minimize soil 
erosion, vegetation loss, and visual impacts) caused by 
permanent access road construction. 

 

 •  

  • • • • • • • 
Using helicopters to place structures in steep terrain or otherwise sensitive 
areas reduces land use and natural resource impacts that would otherwise 
result from ground-disturbing activities. The decrease of ground 
disturbance would reduce the loss of vegetation, soil erosion, potential 
damage to cultural resources, and visual impacts. 
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Table 2-4. SunZia Selective Mitigation Measures 

Mitigation Measure Mitigation Examples 

Mitigation 
Application Phase Mitigation Effectiveness 
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14. To minimize disturbance to riparian vegetation and 
woodlands, and to reduce visual contrast, clearing of 
trees in and adjacent to the right-of-way would be 
minimized to the extent practicable to satisfy 
conductor-clearance requirements (National Electric 
Safety Council [NESC] and up to 10 years of timber 
growth). Trees and other vegetation would be removed 
selectively (e.g., edge feathering) to blend the edge of 
the right-of-way into adjacent vegetation patterns, as 
practicable and appropriate. 

 

 •  

    •  • •  
Selectively removing vegetation (i.e., trees) within and along the edges of 
the right-of-way reduces disruption of habitat, minimizes removal of 
timber resources, and reduces the visual contrast between the right-of-way 
and the surrounding environment. Furthermore, “feathering” the edges of 
the right-of-way instead of cutting trees and vegetation in a straight line 
results in a more gradual modification to the environment. 

15. To minimize bird collisions, bird diverters would be 
installed and maintained on groundwires, transmission 
lines, and/or guywires in areas of heavy bird use (i.e., 
Rio Grande and other riparian corridors). Groundwires 
would be replaced with one-inch diameter Fiber optic 
groundwires (OPGW) to increase visibility where 
practicable and appropriate. 

 

 • • 

    •     
Conductor, groundwire or guywire markings on segments of the 
transmission lines that cross through, or are adjacent to, heavy bird 
migration corridors and/or habitat would minimize the risk of avian 
collision. 

16. To reduce ground disturbance and visual contrast, the 
separation between the transmission lines and existing 
utilities, roads, or railroads would be minimized to the 
extent practicable. 

 

•   

    •  • •  
Consolidating the transmission lines with existing facilities such as roads, 
railroads, or other utilities (e.g., transmission lines, distribution lines, 
pipelines, etc.) would typically minimize ground disturbance, habitat 
fragmentation, and visual contrast. Furthermore, locating the transmission 
lines within designated utility corridors (where established) minimizes 
potential land use conflicts and other resource impacts.  
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CHAPTER 3 – AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter 3 includes a description of the environment and its resources that have the potential to be 
affected by the Mitigation Proposal described in Chapter 2 of this EA, as well as an assessment 
of potential environmental effects that could result from its construction and operation. The 
current condition of each resource and the relevant characteristics that may be subject to impacts 
from the Project are described in Chapter 3 of the Final EIS. Impacts associated with the 
construction and operations of the proposed Project are described in Chapter 4 of the Final EIS. 
Environmental resource baseline information and potential effects for the Mitigation Proposal 
are presented below to allow for the comparison of potential impacts that could result from the 
Mitigation Proposal segments and the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS. 
Impacts for the Mitigation Proposal segments were evaluated and compared with impacts of the 
BLM Preferred Alternative. 

Resources that may be affected by the Mitigation Proposal or the Project have been carried 
forward for analysis in this EA. These resources and land management programs, identified 
below, were selected based on federal regulatory requirements and policies and concerns of lead 
and cooperating agencies: 

 Climate and Air Quality 
 Earth Resources 

• Geology 
• Minerals  
• Soils  

 Paleontological Resources 
 Water Resources 
 Biological Resources 

• Vegetation 
• Noxious and Invasive Weeds 
• Wildlife 
• Special-status Species 

 Wildland Fire Ecology and Management 
 Cultural Resources 
 Visual Resources 
 Land Use and Recreation Resources 
 Special Designations 
 Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, and 

Lands with Wilderness Characteristics 
 Social and Economic Conditions 
 Environmental Justice  
 Health and Safety/Hazardous Materials 

(electromagnetic fields [EMF], noise) 

Information on the existing condition of each of the resources was compiled from the Final EIS 
and updated as needed. Sources included published and unpublished reports, land use plans, 
maps, and agency databases. Resource inventories were developed in sufficient detail for the 
areas in the study corridors3 to assess the potential impacts that could result from the proposed 
Project. While the focused impact analyses specifically address impacts to the affected 
environment in study corridors, resource data have also been collected outside of the study 
corridors to indicate regional context. Field reconnaissance was conducted to review baseline 
resource conditions where needed and to verify land use and visual resources data. Federal and 

                                                 
3A study corridor is the area surrounding the Project alternative centerlines in which a detailed inventory of existing 
conditions was completed. 
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state resource management agencies and private landowners were contacted to refine and verify 
or supplement information and to solicit information regarding issues, concerns, policies, and 
regulations. The width of the study corridors along the alternative routes differs for each of the 
resource disciplines, depending on the area that potentially could be affected (Table 3-1).  

Table 3-1. Study Corridors by Resource 
Resource1 Study Corridor Width (miles) 

Earth Resources 2 
Paleontological Resources 2 
Water Resources – 

• Streams, springs, wells, bodies of water 1,200 (feet) 
• Unique or impaired waters 0.5 

Biological Resources 8 
Wildland Fire Ecology and Management 2 
Cultural Resources – 

• Class I Archaeological Survey  0.25 
• Class III Archaeological Survey 800 (feet) 
• National Registered Historic Places (NRHP) and other areas2 6 

Visual Resources 6 
Land Use, Recreation, Special Designations  6 
Health and Safety/Hazardous Materials 0.2 
1Analysis of air quality, wilderness, lands with wilderness characteristics (LWC), and WSAs is based on regional study area 

data. Social and economic data in the Project area is based on county and statewide data. 
2Includes national parks and monuments, and state register properties 

To facilitate the analysis of the Mitigation Proposal segments, study corridors are centered on a 
line referred to as the “reference centerline,” which approximates the right-of-way location. The 
locations of the centerlines for the Mitigation Proposal are shown in Figure 1-1 and are in the 
study corridors that were analyzed in the Final EIS. The precise location of the right-of-way 
centerline would be determined through engineering surveys of the selected route prior to 
transmission line construction. Ancillary facilities would be located in the study corridor 
associated with each Mitigation Proposal segment, which are included as components of the 
impact assessment. The precise locations of access roads and ancillary facilities, which include 
transition stations and temporary construction areas would be determined prior to construction.  

Resource data and impacts were assessed along the Mitigation Proposal segments reference 
centerlines. A comparison of the Project details of the Mitigation Proposal and the BLM 
Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS, including land ownership and ground 
disturbance, are found in Table 3-2. 

These segments are identified in each of the following maps:  

 Figure 3-1 Eastern Segment  
 Figure 3-2 Central Segment 
 Figure 3-3 Western Segment. 

The description of the affected environment and impacts in the Project study corridors are shown 
on the resource maps in the Map Volume of the Final EIS (Figures M1-1 through M10-4). 
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Additional indirect impacts could result from regional access road improvements. Figure 2-8 of 
this EA shows existing roads and their level of improvement requirements in the vicinity of the 
underground segments, to indicate possible alternative construction access routes. Final road use 
specifications will be identified in the POD. Standard and Selective mitigations would apply to 
Project specific and regional access roads (see Section 2.7 of this EA). The Final  POD will 
include documentation of existing road conditions, a Transportation Management Plan, with a 
traffic control plan, and specifications for road maintenance and compliance monitoring to 
ensure that roads are returned to their pre-construction condition or better. Special use permits 
for road improvements would be obtained from the counties in coordination with landowners and 
other stakeholders. Prior to construction, the (Socorro) County Road Superintendent would be 
consulted regarding traffic controls on county roads during preparation of the Transportation 
Management Plan for the Final POD. Additional site specific NEPA analysis may be required for 
access roads located outside of the right-of-way on federal lands (see Section 2.3.1 of this EA). 

The Mitigation Proposal addressed in this EA is composed of segments of Subroute 1A2 of the 
BLM Preferred Alternative as analyzed in the Final EIS. Specifically, the Mitigation Proposal 
segments are located, from east to west, along portions of Links E86a (Eastern Segment), E86b 
(Central Segment), and E101b (Western Segment).  

The Mitigation Proposal segments are located approximately 27 miles north of the WSMR in 
areas along the northern boundary of the WSMR Call-up area. Land in the study area is mostly 
open range used for grazing, with ownership being a mix of BLM, state, and private. LC 94, a 
missile launch site approximately 14 miles south of US 60 and 22 miles north of US 380, near 
the east/west midpoint of the WSMR Call-up area, is leased by the WSMR. The Gran Quivira 
ruins are located south of SR 55, approximately 20 miles southeast of the town of Mountainair 
and approximately 7 miles south east of the Eastern Segment.  

The town of Socorro, a community of more than 8,800 people, is in the Rio Grande Valley 
approximately 14 miles southwest of the Western Segment, and 20 miles south of the Sevilleta 
National Wildlife Refuge. Socorro is the county seat and home to New Mexico Institute of 
Mining and Technology.  
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Table 3-2. BLM Preferred Alternative (Final EIS) and Mitigation Proposal Route Comparison 

Group/Subroute 

Length of 
Subroute 

(miles) 

Land Ownership (miles crossed) Ground Disturbance 
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Temporary Disturbance Permanent Disturbance 
acres acres/mile acres acres/mile 

Subroute 1A2  
BLM Preferred Alternative 
(Final EIS) 230.3 108.1 — — 40.3 81.9 1,819 

7.9 1,270 5.5 

Mitigation Proposal 230.4 106.9 — — 40.7 82.8 1,815 7.9 1,276 5.5 
Mitigation Proposal Segments 

Eastern Segment (underground) 2.09 — — — 2.09 — 15.2 7.2 7.9 3.8 
Eastern Segment (overhead) — — — — — — — — — — 
Eastern Segment (total) 2.09 — — — 2.09 — 15.2 7.2 7.9 3.8 
Transition Station — — — — X — — — 7.6 — 
Central Segment (underground) 2.16 0.52 — — 0.34 1.3 16.2 7.5 8.3 3.8 
Central Segment (overhead) 0.73 — — — 0.73 — 5.5 7.5 4.3 5.9 
Central Segment (total) 2.89 0.52 — — 1.07 1.3 21.8 7.5 12.6 4.4 
Transition Station — — — — X X — — 5.6 — 
Western Segment (underground) 1.33 0.69 — — 0.09 0.55 10.0 7.5 5.0 3.8 
Western Segment (overhead) 1.21 0.63 — — 0.58 — 8.7 7.5 8.1 6.7 
Western Segment (total) 2.54 1.32 — — 0.67 0.55 18.7 7.5 13.1 5.2 
Transition Station — X — — X — — — 7.6 — 

BLM Preferred Alternative Route. SunZia East Substation to Pinal Central Substation 
1A2, 3A2, 4C2c 
(combined)-Final EIS 515.4 184.5 0.4 — 219.9 110.6 4,077 7.9 2,859 5.5 

1A2, 3A2, 4C2c 
(combined)-Mitigation Proposal 515.5 183.3 0.4 — 220.3 111.5 4,073 7.9 2,865 5.5 
Notes: Totals may not sum, due to rounding. 
Total may include overlap of facilities.  
“X” indicates facility land ownership location; linear measurement is not included 
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Figure 3-1 Eastern Segment 
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Figure 3-2 Central Segment 
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Figure 3-3 Western Segment 
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3.2 Climate and Air Quality 

3.2.1 Affected Environment 

Emissions of air pollutants including greenhouse gases would occur during construction of the 
BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS, which includes construction of 
transmission structures, access roads substations, and ancillary facilities, and to a lesser extent, 
during the Project operations phase. Sections 3.2 and 4.2 and Appendix F of the Final EIS 
describe the affected environment and potential environmental effects that could result from 
construction, operation, and decommissioning of the BLM Preferred Alternative on climate 
conditions and air quality. Construction of the Mitigation Proposal, which includes underground 
segments and transition stations would likewise produce emissions of air pollutants during the 
construction period and the subsequent operation phase. 

A general conformity analysis was used in the Final EIS to calculate emissions and to estimate 
ambient impacts for the transmission lines, substations, and concrete batch plants. Regulatory 
requirements potentially applicable to Project components are discussed, and the analysis of 
general conformity is described. Emissions, impacts, regulatory requirements, and the results of 
the conformity analysis are presented in Section 4.2.3 of the Final EIS.  

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has set National Ambient Air Quality Standards 
(NAAQS) (see Section 3.2.1.3 of the Final EIS) for air pollutants considered harmful to public 
health and the environment. Most areas of New Mexico have been designated as attainment or 
unclassifiable with respect to the NAAQS. Unclassifiable means that the area lacks sufficient air 
quality monitoring data to determine whether the ambient standards have been attained. From a 
regulatory standpoint, unclassifiable areas are treated as attainment areas. 

3.2.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

During construction, sources of particulate matter less than 10 micrometers in diameter (PM10) 
and particulate matter less than 2.5 micrometers in diameter (PM2.5) would include grading and 
earthmoving associated with the development of access roads and work pad and substation areas, 
digging and drilling to prepare for the structure foundations, constructing and operating the 
concrete batch plants, and vehicular traffic. Particulate matter emissions from traffic include both 
tailpipe emissions from fuel burning and fugitive dust from traffic on paved and unpaved roads. 

Emissions from nonroad engines (construction equipment) are slightly higher for the SunZia East 
Substation than for some of the smaller substations; therefore, the dispersion modeling analysis 
for the SunZia East Substation construction was used to represent the local ambient impacts from 
all substations because these impacts are expected to be as high as or higher than those from all 
other substations. For fugitive dust emissions, construction of the Midpoint Substation was 
modeled instead of the SunZia East Substation because a larger area would be disturbed, thereby 
increasing emissions. Once again, the most conservative modeling results were used to represent 
the minor differences in expected impacts between the substations. The results also vary slightly 
by substation, because the background air pollutant concentrations vary in different areas and 
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because different surface characteristics were used for different substations. Representative 
background air quality concentrations and surface characteristics were applied to each substation 
location in estimating impacts. All impacts are predicted to be within regulatory limits (below 
the applicable NAAQS and/or New Mexico Ambient Air Quality Standards). No significant 
impacts to air quality (see Section 4.2.2.1 of the Final EIS) would result from the construction or 
operation of the substations. Additionally, the estimated emissions totals remain below the 
conformity determination thresholds (de minimis levels) within affected nonattainment and 
maintenance areas, and would conform with the state implementation plans. 

3.2.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

Emissions of air pollutants resulting from construction of the Mitigation Proposal segments 
would be similar to those occurring during the construction of the BLM Preferred Alternative as 
described in the Final EIS. For the Mitigation Proposal segments, maximum fugitive dust 
emissions would occur during trench excavation and access road construction. For the other 
pollutants (as identified in the Final EIS), maximum emissions from construction equipment 
would occur during installation of the transmission line structures or underground segments. 
Emissions from helicopter operations, traffic, and paved and unpaved road traffic were not 
modeled because individual actions would occur over a large area, resulting in negligible impacts 
at any given location.  

New Mexico has several small, localized areas that are either designated nonattainment, or were 
formerly nonattainment and now have a maintenance plan (see Section 4.2 of the Final EIS); 
however, none of these areas occur near or in the vicinity of the Mitigation Proposal segments. 
There are six proposed transition stations of which none are located in non-attainment or 
maintenance areas. 

There are nine Class I areas in New Mexico. However, because emissions from Project activities 
would be temporary and localized to the immediate vicinity of the Project, only those Class I 
areas located closest to such activities are of concern. These areas include the Bosque del Apache 
National Wildlife Refuge in south-central Socorro County, which is approximately 21 miles 
southwest of the closest Mitigation Proposal segment.  

Mitigation measures including dust suppression and speed controls would be used to limit 
particulate matter emissions during both the construction and operational phases of the 
Mitigation Proposal segments as described in Section 4.2.2.5 of the Final EIS. 

3.2.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

No significant impacts to air quality or exceedances of emissions levels in non-attainment areas 
would result from the construction or operation of the Mitigation Proposal, including the 
underground transmission lines, roads, or transition stations. Estimated emission totals are below 
the conformity determination thresholds (de minimis levels) within affected nonattainment and 
maintenance areas, and would conform with the state implementation plans. 
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The air quality impacts resulting from construction of each of the six proposed transition stations 
(connecting the three burial segments) would be similar to those of each of the four proposed 
substations connecting the overhead transmission lines. Because the stations would be built 
sequentially and at sites separated by at least 1 mile, the impacts would not be combined in any 
location, and would be temporary.  

Although the Mitigation Proposal would be constructed within the same time frame as the entire 
SunZia Project, from 2 to 3 years, the Mitigation Proposal segments would require a longer 
duration to construct in localized areas when compared to construction of the overhead segments 
as described for the BLM Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS. However, the resultant air 
emissions would be transient as construction progresses; emissions would not occur in one area 
for a long duration, thereby limiting the intensity of the impact. Additionally, emissions from 
construction activities would be confined to daytime hours and would occur only during active 
construction periods. 

3.3 Earth Resources  

3.3.1 Affected Environment 

This section presents an overview of the geology, geological hazards, mineral resources, and soil 
resources that occur within the Mitigation Proposal study corridors and as described in the Final 
EIS. The earth resources maps (see Map Volume of the Final EIS) display all earth resources 
within a 6-mile-wide study corridor. For a complete discussion of the regulatory framework, 
inventory, and impact analysis for the BLM Preferred Alternative see Sections 3.3 and 4.3 of the 
Final EIS.  

3.3.1.1 Geology 

All three Mitigation Proposal study corridors are within the Rio Grande Rift Physiographic 
Province. This rift is a zone of faults that stretches from Mexico to the Colorado-New Mexico 
state line. The rift began approximately 24 million years ago as a series of topographically closed 
basins that filled with aeolian, alluvial, and volcanic deposits between the Miocene and 
Pleistocene epochs (Bartolino and Cole 2002). 

The Eastern Segment lies within the Paleozoic San Andres Formation. The Central and Western 
segments lie within the Paleozoic Yesa Formation. 

3.3.1.2 Geological Hazards 

Information for geological hazards was obtained from scientific literature, including 
publications, maps, GIS data, and discussions with agency specialists at the BLM, U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS), and New Mexico Bureau of Geology and Mineral Resources 
(NMBGMR). Geological formations, earthquake epicenters, Quaternary faults, fissures, and 
percent slope were recorded and mapped using GIS. These data sets were analyzed in study 
corridors along the Mitigation Proposal segments that are 2 miles wide. Geological hazards in 
the Mitigation Proposal generally consist of seismicity (earthquakes), Quaternary faults (ground 
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rupture due to displacement), fissures (due to subsidence), and flooding. Each type of geological 
hazard is discussed in detail in the EIS. 

The USGS considers the Rio Grande Valley between Socorro and Albuquerque to be the most 
seismically active area in New Mexico, having half of the state’s larger earthquakes (magnitude 
4.5 or greater). No earthquake has been reported in the study corridors for the Mitigation 
Proposal segments with a magnitude of 4.5 or greater. Several faults are crossed by the Central 
and Western segments. No subsidence has been reported for Mitigation Proposal segments. 
There were no 100-year flood data available for the area affected by the Mitigation Proposal. 

3.3.1.3 Mineral Resources 

Information for mineral resources was obtained from scientific literature including publications, 
maps, and discussions with agency specialists at the BLM, USGS, NMBGMR, and the state land 
department of New Mexico. The mineral resources inventory was conducted using the BLM and 
USGS’s Geocommunicator service and LR2000 database. Results were analyzed in study 
corridors along the Mitigation Proposal segments that are 2 miles wide. 

Within the Mitigation Proposal, the Central and Western segments each cross a mining district. 
There are no mines or leases present in the three segments of the Mitigation Proposal. 

3.3.1.4 Soils 

The soils in the Mitigation Proposal study corridors are the same types as those in the BLM’s 
Preferred Alternative. The soil surveys used for the EA were compiled from the Soil Survey 
Geographic Database, which maximizes the detail and accuracy of the soil resource inventory.  

The soil resource inventory presents an overview of soils susceptible to water and wind erosion 
and designated Prime or Unique Farmland. The affected area is dominated by three of the main 
soil groups: mollisols, entisols, and aridisols. Mollisols, typically associated with grasslands, 
occur in the eastern part of the area in New Mexico; whereas, entisols (poorly developed soils 
with little to no structure) and aridisols (arid environment soils) occur throughout the affected 
area. 

The Mitigation Proposal study area is in the Chihuahuan Desert’s ecoregion, which includes a 
large range of subregions such as basins and playas, lava malpais or badlands, grasslands, and 
the floodplain of the Rio Grande. The soils of the basins and playas formed in broad, shallow-
sloped basins that currently contain or have contained playa lakes, whose soils are generally 
moderately to highly susceptible to wind erosion.  

3.3.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

The locations of the Mitigation Proposal segments are in the same corridor as the BLM Preferred 
Alternative described in the Final EIS.  

Impacts described in the Final EIS associated with the BLM Preferred Alternative along Links 
E86a, E86b, and E101b would be low for geologic hazards and mineral resources (see Section 
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3.3.6.1 of the Final EIS). The impacts to soils are the same as those of Links E86a, E86b, and 
E101b (see Section 4.3.3.2 of the Final EIS). Moderate impacts are associated with soils that are 
highly susceptible to water erosion along Link E86. 

3.3.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

A Final POD would be developed that includes Best Management Practices to minimize impacts 
to soil resources as part of a Construcion Plan and Program addressing Project design, 
construction and operation. For example, the plan would limit construction or routine 
maintenance activities during periods when the soil is too wet to adequately support construction 
equipment. In addition to BMPs included as part of the Project description in Chapter 2, selective 
mitigation measures were developed to mitigate potential high and moderate (initial) impacts to 
soil resources. Selective mitigation measures applied to reduce these impacts are summarized 
in Table 2-4. 

The authorized agencies would determine which roads on public lands would remain open, 
restricted, or closed to the public (SE 4) or gated (SE 6), using the most effective and least 
environmentally damaging methods appropriate, where feasible and documented in the POD. 
These measures would minimize traffic across minimally or previously undisturbed landscapes, 
which would limit the exposure of soils susceptible to water or wind erosion. 

Heat generated from underground EHV cables could increase soil temperatures around buried 
segment locations, resulting in more xeric conditions due to faster drying. However, contribution 
to drying beyond existing conditions in the region is expected to be too small to measure. 
However, surface temperatures due to increased local heating of the underground 500-kV cables 
can be expected to be minimal when compared to ambient conditions (see analysis in Section 
3.10.3). The cables are also placed in conduits, surrounded by thermal backfill, which typically 
dissipates heat more efficiently than native soils. This special thermal backfill would be installed 
at least 4 feet below final returned grade. Very little heating is expected externally or internally 
at the concrete vaults, as the level of heating greatly depends on the power loading of the cables. 
Undue power loading can be minimized by dividing current paths over each set of cables.  

A detailed Project reclamation plan would be developed to mitigate site-specific resource 
impacts (SE 5), which would aid in returning the land surface to a state close to its original 
condition; thereby limiting the exposure of soils susceptible to water or wind erosion. Table 3-3 
identifies soil types crossed by the Mitigation Proposal segments. 
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Table 3-3. Soil Types 

Segment Soil name 
Water 

Erosion 
Wind 

Erosion 
Depth to 
Bedrock 

Temporary 
Acres 

Permanent 
Acres 

Eastern 

Pinon channery loam, 3 to 20 
percent slopes 

High Low 7”-20” 1.45 0.75 

Witt-Harvey-Pinon loams, 1 
to 9 percent slopes 

Moderate Low >60” 13.86 7.14 

Central 

Netoma-Claunch association, 
2 to 10 percent slopes 

Low Moderate >60” 12.94 6.67 

Winona-Tanbark-La Fonda 
complex, 1 to 20 percent 
slopes 

Moderate Low 7”-20” 3.27 1.69 

Western 

Ponciano very bouldery clay 
loam, 15 to 60 percent slopes 

Moderate Low >60” 8.12 4.18 

Harvey-La Fonda association, 
1 to 9 percent slopes 

Moderate Moderate >60” 1.82 0.94 

Source: Soil Survey Staff, Natural Resources Conservation Service, United States Department of Agriculture. Web Soil Survey. 
Available online at http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/. Accessed [10/06/04]. 

3.3.3.1 Eastern Mitigation Proposal Segment 

No geologic hazards were identified for the Eastern Segment. No mineral resources were 
identified for the Eastern Segment. The soil erosion potential for the Eastern Segment would be 
high to moderate for water and low for wind, which is similar to those for Link E86a of the BLM 
Preferred Alternative. Standard Mitigation Measure 8 establishes measures to be prevent against 
erosion and would apply in the same manner for the Mitigation Proposal as applied for the above 
ground transmission lines.  

3.3.3.2 Central Mitigation Proposal Segment 

The Central Mitigation Segment is located in Socorro County along Link E86b of the BLM 
Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS. No impacts from geologic hazards were 
identified. No mines or leases were identified for the Central Segment, but one mining district is 
crossed. The soil erosion potential for the Central Segment would range from moderate to low 
for water and moderate to low for wind, which is similar to those for Link E86b for the BLM 
Preferred Alternative. Standard Mitigation Measure 8 establishes measures to be prevent against 
erosion and would apply in the same manner for the Mitigation Proposal as applied for the above 
ground transmission lines. 

3.3.3.3 Western Mitigation Proposal Segment 

For the Western Segment no impacts from geologic hazards were identified. No mines or leases 
were identified, but one mining district is crossed. The soil erosion potential for the Western 
Segment would be moderate for water and moderate to low for wind, which is similar to those 
for Link E101b for the BLM Preferred Alternative. Standard Mitigation Measure 8 establishes 
measures to be prevent against erosion and would apply in the same manner for the Mitigation 
Proposal as applied for the above ground transmission lines. 

http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/
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3.3.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

New information relating to the Mitigation Proposal when compared to the findings in the Final 
EIS would not result in new or substantially different temporary impacts. The following table 
identifies permanent and temporary impacts to high and moderate erosion potential (wind and 
water) for soils that could result from the Mitigation Proposal as compared to the BLM Preferred 
Alternative as stated in the Final EIS.  

Table 3-4. Comparison of Disturbance to High and Moderate Erosion Potential Soils 

Subroute 1A2 

Temporary 
Disturbance 

(in acres) 

Permanent 
Disturbance 

(in acres) 
Totals 

(in acres) 
BLM Preferred Alternative Final EIS 1,477 1,028 2,505 
BLM Mitigation Proposal 1,472 1,041 2,513 

In conclusion, impacts from geologic hazards, and to mineral resources and soils, associated with 
the Mitigation Proposal would be similar to those of the BLM Preferred Alternative as described 
in the Final EIS. Because earth resources are at the ground’s surface or below, it is possible that 
trenching associated with burial of the underground segments could have slightly more impacts 
to these resources. The total length of these three segments represents approximately 2 percent of 
Subroute 1A2 (BLM Preferred Alternative Route). Overall, additional impacts that could occur 
as a result of construction of the mitigation proposal segments are estimated to be of a similar 
magnitude as those described in the Final EIS.  

3.4 Paleontological Resources 

3.4.1 Affected Environment 

Paleontological resources are any fossilized remains, traces, or imprints of organisms preserved 
in the Earth’s crust, which provide information about the history of life on Earth. Fossils include 
bones, teeth, shells, leaves, wood, and trackways originally buried in sedimentary deposits. 
Paleontological resources include not only the actual fossils, but the sedimentary deposits as 
well.  

Paleontological resources occurring on federal and state lands are afforded protection by federal 
and state law and regulation. Protection for paleontological resources includes requirements for 
the (1) assessment of areas containing significant paleontological resources that could be 
directly or indirectly affected, damaged, or destroyed by development prior to, and as a 
consequence of, authorization of ground-disturbing activities; and (2) formulation and 
implementation of measures to mitigate potentially adverse impacts, including permanent 
preservation of the discovered sites and/or permanent preservation of salvaged materials at 
federal- and state-approved institutions. 

Based on the results of preliminary research, the public scoping process, and consultation with 
the BLM, numerous fossil localities representing several formations, particularly in the vicinity 
of the Rio Grande Valley (e.g., Camp Rice, Santa Fe Group, Palomas Formations) were 
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identified. For a complete discussion of the regulatory framework, inventory, and impact 
analysis for the BLM Preferred Alternative see Sections 3.4 and 4.4 of the Final EIS.  

3.4.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

Generally, the location of the Mitigation Proposal segments is in the same corridor as the BLM 
Preferred Alternative described in the Final EIS. There are no known fossil localities within 1 
mile of the Eastern, Central, or Western segments of the Mitigation Proposal and their associated 
geological formations.  

3.4.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

No paleontological resources were identified for the Eastern, Central or Western Mitigation 
Proposal segments.  

3.4.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

The potential fossil yield classifications and potential impacts to paleontological resources by the 
Mitigation Proposal would be similar to the level of impact described for the BLM Preferred 
Alternative in the Final EIS. 

3.5 Water Resources 

3.5.1 Affected Environment 

This section presents an overview of the surface water and groundwater resources in the 
Mitigation Proposal study areas that may be affected by construction and operations of the 
proposed Project. Water resources include rivers, streams, lakes, other water bodies, 
groundwater, aquifers, wells, and springs. 

The Federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1972 (33 United States Code [USC] 1251-1387) is 
more commonly known as the Clean Water Act of 1977 (CWA), after major amendments to the 
Act in that year. The objective of the CWA, as amended, is to restore and maintain the chemical, 
physical, and biological integrity of the nation’s waters. Individual sections of the CWA 
maintain and protect the nation’s water resources.  

Protection of water resources in New Mexico for federal and state regulations is implemented at 
the state level through the New Mexico Water Quality Control Commission (NMWQCC). The 
responsibilities of the NMWQCC include the CWA, wellhead protection program, and the Sole 
Source Aquifer Program of the Safe Drinking Water Act (Section 74-6-3.E, New Mexico States 
Annotated 1987). For a complete discussion of the regulatory framework, inventory, and impact 
analysis for the BLM Preferred Alternative see Sections 3.5 and 4.5 of the Final EIS. 
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Information for the water resources inventory was obtained from scientific literature and from 
government agencies and institutions, including the BLM, USFS, EPA, USFWS, USGS, and the 
New Mexico Office of the State Engineer. Specific water resources were inventoried within a 2-
mile-wide study corridor (1 mile on either side of the centerline).  

3.5.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

The locations of the Mitigation Proposal segments are in the same corridor as the BLM Preferred 
Alternative described in the Final EIS. The BLM Preferred Alternative, along Links E86a, E86b, 
and E101b, lies within the Jornada del Muerto watershed. This watershed has two perennial 
streams crossed by the BLM Preferred Alternative. No state-listed impaired waters, or unique or 
outstanding waters were identified in the area of Links E86a, E86b, and E101b for the BLM 
Preferred Alternative. The Mitigation Proposal also lies within the Middle Rio Grande Water 
Basin, which covers 3,060 square miles in central New Mexico, and averages between 7.6 and 
12.7 inches of annual precipitation (Bartolino and Cole 2002). The Middle Rio Grande Water 
Basin is mostly composed of the Santa Fe Group aquifer system, which averages between 2 and 
1,180 feet depth to water. There are nine water wells within 2 miles of the underground 
segments.  

3.5.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

3.5.3.1 Surface Water 

Impacts to surface water could result from placement of structures, earthwork, construction of 
access roads, or temporary work areas. Direct impacts to perennial and intermittent surface water 
features could include sedimentation from Project-related disturbance, fugitive dust deposition, 
temporary and permanent fill associated with development of access routes, removal of riparian 
vegetation, bank alteration, accidental contamination associated with spills of environmentally 
harmful material, damage to wetlands, or the introduction of herbaceous and aquatic invasive 
species. Direct impacts to intermittent surface water features are similar to those for perennial 
water features, although intermittent streams typically have less associated riparian vegetation 
and, subsequently, are more prone to erosion. Indirect impacts may result from increased soil 
erosion due to removal of vegetation.  

Construction of access roads would likely require crossing several surface-water resources. 
These crossings could require the placement of temporary or permanent fill into a stream 
channel, as well as structures that support the crossing and protect water resources (e.g., culverts, 
wing walls, etc.).  

Temporary impacts would result from access roads or fill used to cross washes that are removed 
after construction. Types of temporary stream crossings would include: (1) dry crossings with no 
bank or channel improvement; (2) mechanically grading banks to a slope sufficient to drive 
equipment and building materials across the channel (bank recontouring and revegetation would 
follow the work at the temporary crossing); (3) placement of fill that would be removed 
following the completion of work at the site; or (4) span structures. While temporary, these 
crossings would have the potential to affect stream morphology and ecological function. 
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Modification of stream banks could result in removal of vegetation that could take many years to 
recover. Sedimentation potential may increase, depending on the extent of disturbance and 
recontouring needed. Stormwater discharge and quantity of sedimentation to surface-water 
resources are often correlated to project-related disturbance.  

Permanent impacts would result from road crossings, where structures are placed in the 
streambed, potentially causing an irreversible loss of riparian vegetation. As stated in ST 18, 
temporary and permanent roads would be constructed crossing streams at right angles and with 
the minimum footprint required to safely transfer building materials and construction equipment. 

3.5.3.2 Groundwater 

Groundwater located in the Mitigation Proposal study area is used for livestock and rural 
residential water supply. Groundwater resources in the vicinity of certain types of construction 
activities for both underground and overhead configurations may be impacted in the unlikely 
event where excavation and placement of structures come in contact with the water table. 
Impacts to groundwater wells could include accidental physical damage to well structures during 
construction, a disruption of subsurface bedrock fractures and the groundwater flow regime, or 
accidental contamination of groundwater resources. Impacts to groundwater resources and well 
infrastructure are not anticipated to occur, due to the limited and shallow nature of excavation.  

Wells also provide connectivity between surface water and aquifers through which 
contamination could travel. Impacts to springs are similar to those described for perennial 
surface water features. Potential environmental impacts to groundwater resources include 
accidental contamination during structure placement or accidental spills of environmentally 
harmful liquids that have the potential of percolating into shallow groundwater. The potential for 
such environmental impacts is comparable in both underground and overhead construction 
configurations. 

Implementation of the Project would not require placement of hazardous and contaminated 
materials below ground, and groundwater depth would be identified prior to work occurring in 
those areas. Therefore, impacts to groundwater would not be likely due to appropriate avoidance 
and mitigation measures. To mitigate the potential for adverse effects on groundwater resources, 
a geotechnical drilling program (Section 2.3.2) would be conducted, as necessary, in advance of 
construction work. This work is expected to assist in identifying subsurface soil and rock depths, 
groundwater depth, and bedrock characteristics. The Project tasks would be conducted in a way 
as to not impede, or disrupt, the groundwater flow characteristics or groundwater depths. As 
stated in ST 9, watering facilities such as developed springs or private wells would be avoided. 
In the unlikely event that they are damaged, they would be repaired or replaced. In addition, spill 
containment facilities and spill prevention procedures will be implemented as described in the 
POD.  

As described in Section 2.3.2, geotechnical testing would be conducted where applicable to 
characterize the subsurface conditions, determine the appropriate construction approach, 
determine the appropriate excavation method, and identify potential chemical and /or physical 
effects to groundwater wells or other developed groundwater facilities. The geotechnical data 
will prevent the use of blasting methods in areas where it could adversely impact water sources 
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and facilities. It is expected that shallow small-scale blasting or non-blasting procedures may be 
performed to loosen rock. High intensity blasting at deep levels will not be utilized. Other less 
invasive measures would be considered depending on the results of the geotechnical exploration 
program. 

Overall, there are nine wells within 2 miles of the Mitigation Proposal segments4. Depth to 
ground water data was unavailable for 4 of the 9 wells, and 5 wells had depths to groundwater 
between 52 and 280 feet. The closest well to the Eastern Segment would be approximately 1.3 
miles north of underground construction activities. This well had a depth to groundwater of 280 
feet. The closest well to the Central Segment would be approximately 2,000 feet to the southeast 
of underground construction activities. No data is available for depth to groundwater for this 
well. The closest well to the Western Segment would be approximately 0.2 mile north of 
underground construction activities. This well had a depth to groundwater of 90 feet. 

3.5.3.3 Eastern and Central Mitigation Proposal Segment 

Following implementation of SE 1-6 and 8-9, and SE 1, 2, and 8 impacts to surface and ground 
water resources would be low to low-moderate for the Eastern and Central segments. Impacts to 
groundwater resources would be low, but standard mitigation measures such as replacing wells, 
siting of structures at least 200 feet from water resources would minimize the impacts to ensure 
that groundwater is not contaminated and wells, springs, pipelines and other water facilities 
would not be disturbed. 

3.5.3.4 Western Mitigation Proposal Segment 

Following implementation of SE 1 through 6 and 8-9, and SE 1, 2 and 8 impacts to surface and 
groundwater resources would be low to low-moderate for the Western Segment. As shown in 
Figure 3-3, the transition stations could be constructed in or near dry wash channels. To protect 
structures from potential flood events appropriate design measures, micrositing, BMPs, and other 
mitigation measures would be applied. These measures would protect drainage flows and reduce 
the potential for soil erosion.  

3.5.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal. 

The production of concrete used for filling duct banks and vaults would require more water than 
the amount of water used for concrete foundations for the overhead transmission lines during 
construction. An estimated 2.25 million gallons of water, or 6.9 acre feet (af) for the three 
underground segments would be used in total, and would be purchased from public or private 
supplies. This volume represents less than one percent of the annual local water used in Socorro 
County  (153,914 af)  or in Torrance County (62,638 af) in 2010.5  
                                                 
4New Mexico Office of the State Engineer Well Database, http://www.ose.state.nm.us/waters_db_index.html. Last accessed on 
10-05-2014. 

5 New Mexico Office of the State Engineer, Technical Report 54, 2013, 
http://www.ose.state.nm.us/Pub/TechnicalReports/TechReport%2054NM%20Water%20Use%20by%20Categories%20.pdf. 
Last accessed on January 7, 2015. 

http://www.ose.state.nm.us/waters_db_index.html
http://www.ose.state.nm.us/Pub/TechnicalReports/TechReport%2054NM%20Water%20Use%20by%20Categories%20.pdf
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Impacts to water resources would not be significantly different to those described in the Final 
EIS. However additional mitigation measures, as described above, would be necessary to 
minimize the potential to impact surface and groundwater. The mitigation measures and specific 
design features will be documented in the POD.  

3.6 Biological Resources 

3.6.1 Affected Environment 

The regulatory framework, inventory, and impact analysis presented in Section 3.6 and 4.6 and 
Appendices B1 and B3 of the Final EIS, address biological resources present in the Project area, 
discuss potential impacts that may result from the Project, and list identified mitigation 
measures. This section presents detail regarding specific locations of the underground segments, 
where relevant. For biological resources, this EA focuses on the change in the total amount of 
temporary and permanent ground disturbance and the change in transmission system components 
that would replace overhead segments of the transmission line with transition stations and 
underground segments of the transmission line. 

3.6.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

3.6.2.1 Vegetation 

Section 3.6.9.1 of the Final EIS presents the inventory results for Subroute 1A2 of the Project. 
The Mitigation Proposal is located entirely in the Juniper Savanna Ecotone biome (University of 
New Mexico 2009), as described in the Final EIS. This vegetation community consists of a 
network of relatively dense juniper patches in a grassland-like matrix with isolated juniper trees. 

3.6.2.2 Noxious and Invasive Weeds 

Section 3.6.4 and Table 3-29 in the Final EIS discuss the species of invasive plants listed as 
noxious weeds by the BLM or State of New Mexico. No site-specific information is available on 
the presence or distribution of any of these species that may be present in the area affected by the 
Mitigation Proposal. 

3.6.2.3 Wildlife 

Section 3.6.5 of the Final EIS discusses wildlife diversity in the Project area in a regional 
context. As discussed in Section 3.5 of this EA, no permanent surface water resources are present 
in the areas crossed by the Mitigation Proposal; thus, no fish or aquatic birds are likely to be 
present. 

3.6.2.4 Special-status Species 

Potential for one ESA-listed species, the endangered Todsen’s Pennyroyal (Hedeoma todsenii), 
was identified in the Final EIS (Section 3.6.6.1) and the Biological Assessment developed for the 
Project as occurring on Chupadera Mesa in the vicinity of the Mitigation Proposal. The species 
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has never been recorded on Chupadera Mesa as discussed in the Recovery Plan for the species 
(USFWS 2001), but the geology and vegetation are similar to known locations, and little or no 
survey information is available from this area. 

Additional special-status species that may be present on Subroute 1A2 of the Project area are 
listed in Appendix B3 and discussed in Appendix B1 of the Final EIS.  

As discussed in Section 4.6.3.1 of the Final EIS, “take” of any ESA-listed, proposed, or 
candidate species would be considered a significant impact. The Final EIS (Section 4.6.4.5) and 
Biological Assessment included as mitigation measures a commitment to conduct intensive 
preconstruction surveys in any potential habitat for Todsen’s Pennyroyal on and near Chupadera 
Mesa and to avoid any populations of the plant to the extent feasible through micrositing of 
structures, access roads, and areas of temporary disturbance. The Biological Opinion provided by 
the USFWS also requires these conservation measures.  

3.6.2.5 Biological Resource Conservation Areas 

No biological resource conservation areas are present in the area crossed by the Mitigation 
Proposal. 

3.6.2.6 Agency-identified Issues and Areas of Concern 

No wildlife corridors or other sensitive areas for terrestrial wildlife were identified in the area 
that would be crossed by the Mitigation Proposal. Section 3.6.8.3 in the Final EIS discusses the 
Chupadera Mesa Bird Habitat Conservation Area (BHCA), an informal designation with an 
indefinite boundary. This BHCA was identified by the Intermountain West Joint Venture for its 
relatively intact, contiguous piñon-juniper and juniper savanna vegetation, and associated bird 
species. BHCAs are identified as areas that may be important to declining bird species or 
communities, and may be important for current and future conservation actions. 

3.6.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

3.6.3.1 Vegetation 

Table 3-2 presents the total acreage of temporary and permanent disturbance that would affect 
the Mitigation Proposal in comparison with the Project as described in the Final EIS. 
Development of the Mitigation Proposal would result in the loss of Juniper Savanna Ecotone to 
permanent disturbance, and a change in vegetation structure where temporary disturbance would 
be restored. Vegetation management standards for the Mitigation Proposal would require that 
trees and shrubs be prevented from growing over the duct banks, where roots could compromise 
the integrity of the system. However, areas of temporary disturbance would be restored to a 
grass-dominated vegetation community, similar to the grassland component of the surrounding 
juniper savanna.  
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3.6.3.2 Noxious and Invasive Weeds 

Impacts associated with noxious weeds may result from ground disturbance that can facilitate the 
invasion or spread of noxious weeds and through the transport of materials that may contain 
noxious weed seeds. These potential impacts may result from the Project and the Mitigation 
Proposal.  

The Final EIS discusses that a Noxious Weed Management Plan, included as Appendix B2 of the 
POD, would address survey needs and mitigation for noxious weeds. The Noxious Weed 
Management Plan would contain mitigation measures that would apply to all ground-disturbing 
activities and transport of materials that may contain noxious weed seeds. These measures would 
apply with equal effectiveness to the Mitigation Proposal when compared to the remainder of the 
Project. 

3.6.3.3 Wildlife 

Potential impacts to all wildlife species and appropriate mitigation would be as described in 
Section 4.6.4.4 of the Final EIS. Although the Mitigation Proposal would result in a locally 
higher acreage of ground disturbance and thus wildlife habitat loss in the specific locations 
crossed by the Mitigation Proposal, this impact is similar in type and magnitude to the Project as 
described in the Final EIS. The effects to wildlife as discussed in the Final EIS would be similar 
to the effects of the Mitigation Proposal. 

3.6.3.4 Special-status Species 

Intensive pedestrian surveys for the Todsen’s Pennyroyal were conducted in September 2014 in 
potentially suitable habitat on the Eastern and Central segments of the Mitigation Proposal, 
within the distribution of the species as described in the Biological Assessment. No Todsen’s 
Pennyroyals were found; thus, no impacts to the species are anticipated and no mitigation would 
be necessary.  

Potential impacts to all other special-status species and appropriate mitigation would be as 
described in Section 4.6.4.5 and Appendix B1 of the Final EIS. The Final EIS included an 
addendum to Appendix B1 that provided a list of the types of impacts to special-status species 
that may occur from the Project (Appendix B1: Table 2). All of these impacts may also occur 
with the Mitigation Proposal where each species is present but would differ slightly in location 
(e.g., impacts associated with substations would also be similar with transition stations) and 
intensity (e.g., temporary disturbance associated with the underground segments would have 
effects similar to pulling and tensioning areas or structure work areas, but would take place in a 
longer segment of the right-of-way). 

3.6.3.5 Biological Resource Conservation Areas 

No biological resource conservation areas are present in the area crossed by the Mitigation 
Proposal. 
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3.6.3.6 Agency-identified Issues and Areas of Concern 

The Eastern Segment is located in the Chupadera Mesa BHCA. Section 4.6.4.7 of the Final EIS 
discusses potential impacts to the Chupadera Mesa BHCA that may result from the Project. The 
acreage of ground disturbance and resulting loss of vegetation and bird habitat in the BHCA 
would be slightly higher from the Mitigation Proposal when compared to the Project, as 
described in Section 3.6.4 of this EA. However, potential impacts to birds through mortality 
resulting from the Mitigation Proposal would be similar to the Project in the overhead segments 
and transition stations, or lower in the underground segments where overhead groundwire or 
OPGW would not create a collision risk. Similarly, the amount of potential raptor perching and 
nesting substrates that may be created by the construction of overhead transmission structures 
would be lower with the Mitigation Proposal. 

3.6.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

The results of the Mitigation Proposal assessment indicate that when compared to the findings 
for the BLM Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS, the Mitigation Proposal would not result in 
new or substantially different impacts to biological resources. 

3.7 Wildland Fire Ecology and Management 

3.7.1 Affected Environment 

Wildland fire ecology and management is discussed in detail in Sections 3.7 and 4.7 of the Final 
EIS. All major regulations and regional plans in the area of the Mitigation Proposal that were 
discussed in the Final EIS remain in effect. These include the following federal and local plans: 

 Socorro Field Office Fire Management Plan (BLM 2010a)  
 Rio Puerco Field Office Fire Management Plan (BLM 2010b) 
 Socorro County Community Wildfire Protection Plan (Socorro County 2006) 
 Torrance County Community Wildfire Protection Plan (Torrance County 2007) 

3.7.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

Impacts to wildland fire ecology and management that may occur from the Mitigation Proposal 
would be similar to or lower than those disclosed in the Final EIS. Typically, impacts associated 
with transmission lines relate to 1) Increased risk to fire suppression ground crews through an 
electrocution hazard; 2) Impacts to aerial operations where overhead transmission lines may 
restrict the ability to drop fire retardant; 3) Impacts to fire ecology by altering the local 
vegetation structure and fuel loads; and 4) Increasing the risk of ignitions, primarily during 
construction and maintenance activities. 
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3.7.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

Of the potential impacts listed above, risks to aerial and ground fire suppression personnel would 
be similar to the Project as described in the Final EIS for new overhead portions of the 
Mitigation Proposal, as well as the transition stations. Potential impacts to all fire suppression 
personnel would be lower than the Project as described in the Final EIS along the underground 
portions of the Mitigation Proposal, as the potential electrocution and collision hazard created by 
overhead transmission lines would not be present. 

Potential impacts related to fire ecology and fire ignitions would be similar in type and intensity 
to those resulting from the Project as described in the Final EIS, as these impacts are primarily 
driven by the presence of human activity, use of equipment that may ignite fires, and ground 
disturbance.  

3.7.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

The results of the Mitigation Proposal assessment indicate that when compared to the findings 
for the BLM Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS, the Mitigation Proposal would not result in 
new or substantially different impacts to wildland fire ecology and management. 

3.8 Cultural Resources and Tribal Concerns 

3.8.1 Affected Environment 

Cultural resources include archaeological sites, districts, and objects; standing historic structures; 
locations of important historic events; and places and living or nonliving things that are 
important to the practice and continuity of traditional cultures. Cultural resources may involve 
historic properties, traditional use areas, and places of traditional religious or cultural 
importance. 

This section summarizes the findings of recent Class III pedestrian survey in the Mitigation 
Proposal study corridors. Survey coverage consists of approximately 7 miles of transmission line 
corridor (800 feet wide), the Area of Potential Effect (APE), on federal, state, and private lands. 

3.8.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

The methods for the cultural resource study conducted for the Final EIS included a Class I 
records review and subsequent site sensitivity analyses using predictive modeling (see Sections 
3.8.1, 3.8.3, 4.8.2, and 4.8.3 of the Final EIS). The predictive model, used to assess the relative 
impact each alternative could have on cultural resource sites, identified the potential for 124 sites 
along the entire length of the BLM Preferred Alternative, which would require mitigation if 
impacted by the construction of overhead transmission lines (see Section 4.8.3 of the Final EIS).  
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3.8.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

Generally, the location of the Mitigation Proposal (underground) segments is in the same 
corridor as the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS (see Section 4.8.3). The 
APEs included the BLM Preferred Alternative (overhead line) and the Mitigation Proposal 
(underground segments). Intensive Class III pedestrian survey of the Mitigation Proposal APE 
resulted in the identification of 16 new cultural resource sites, of which 9 could be impacted by 
the proposed action. Impact levels assigned for these newly recorded sites follows the criteria 
established in the Final EIS (see Section 4.8.3) (Table 3-5).  

Impacts associated with construction of the Mitigation Proposal would occur along each segment 
where surface and subsurface excavations occur, as well as from the construction of roads and 
other facilities. The anticipated impacts to cultural resources would result from a loss of integrity 
for cultural resource sites. Types of impacts that could adversely affect historic properties 
(cultural resources that have been determined eligible for listing on the National Register of 
Historic Places) during and after construction of the proposed Project consist of: (1) Direct and 
permanent ground disturbance (surface and subsurface) and (2) indirect and permanent 
disturbances due to changes in public accessibility and visual intrusions 

Measures that could be used to mitigate potential impacts to these sites include standard 
mitigation and SE 8, which would likely be effective through avoidance or data recovery efforts 
(see Section 4.8.4). 

Table 3-5. Class III Pedestrian Survey Site Summary 
LA 

Number Resource Type 
Eligible 
(Y/N) Impact Level Location 

Western 
180344 Prehistoric village Y High BLM Preferred Alternative 
180345 Prehistoric lithic scatter /w feature(s) Y Moderate Mitigation Proposal 

Central 
180336 Prehistoric artifact scatter 

w/feature(s) 
Y Moderate Mitigation Proposal 

180347 Prehistoric lithic scatter  Y Low-Moderate Mitigation Proposal 
Eastern 

180340 Prehistoric lithic scatter Y Low-Moderate BLM Preferred Alternative 
Mitigation Proposal  

180341 Prehistoric artifact scatter Y Low-Moderate BLM Preferred Alternative 
180342 Multicomponent (Prehistoric artifact 

scatter; historic trash scatter) 
Y Low-Moderate BLM Preferred Alternative  

180343 Prehistoric artifact scatter Y Low-Moderate BLM Preferred Alternative 
Mitigation Proposal 

180346 Prehistoric lithic scatter Y Low-Moderate BLM Preferred Alternative  
Mitigation Proposal 

3.8.3.1 Eastern Segment 

The Class III survey of the Eastern Segment identified a total of five NRHP-eligible sites, which 
have all been determined to have low-moderate sensitivity. Two sites occur within the BLM 
Preferred Alternative APE, while three sites occur within both of the APEs. (Table 3-5). 
Permanent impacts could result from a loss of integrity at all five sites. 
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3.8.3.2 Central Segment 

The Class III survey of the Central Segment identified a total of eight sites. One site has been 
determined to be of low sensitivity; three have been determined to have low-moderate 
sensitivity, while the remaining four have been determined to have moderate sensitivity. Two 
sites occur in the Mitigation Proposal segment APE, and permanent impacts could result from a 
loss of integrity at both sites (Table 3-5). The remaining six sites lie outside of both of the APEs 
for the BLM Preferred Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal segment, and would not be 
impacted by proposed construction. 

3.8.3.3 Western Segment 

The Class III survey of the Western Segment identified a total of three sites. One high sensitivity 
site occurs in the BLM Preferred Alternative, one moderate sensitivity site occurs in the 
Mitigation Proposal segment APE, and the third low sensitivity site occurs outside of either of 
the APEs (Table 3-5). Permanent impacts could result from a loss of integrity at the two sites 
located within the APE for either the BLM Preferred Alternative or the Mitigation Proposal 
segment, respectively.  

3.8.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

Intensive Class III pedestrian survey of the Mitigation Proposal resulted in the identification of 
16 new cultural resource sites, of which 6 could be impacted by the proposed action with the 
Mitigation Proposal. A total of 3 sites occur in the Mitigation Proposal segments, another 3 occur 
within the BLM Preferred Alternative APA, and 3 occur in both of the APEs, for the overhead 
and the Mitigation Proposal (Table 3-5). 

In general, the construction of overhead transmission line facilities typically result in a smaller 
Project footprint, whereas trenching for the proposed underground segments of the transmission 
lines would likely present fewer opportunities for avoidance of cultural resources. However, the 
cultural resource sites identified in both of the APEs are of the same degree of sensitivity (i.e., 
they are low to moderate sensitivity and can be mitigated). Therefore, potential impacts 
associated with either the BLM Preferred Alternative or the Mitigation Proposal segments would 
be similar. 

3.9 Visual Resources 

3.9.1 Affected Environment 

This section addresses visual resources that occur and may be affected by the Mitigation 
Proposal. Existing visual resources that may be affected by the Mitigation Proposal include 
scenic quality and sensitive views. In addition, the Mitigation Proposal would be located on 
BLM lands which have been assigned visual resource objectives. The construction, operation, 
and maintenance of the Project have been documented and addressed in Section 3.0 of the Final 
EIS and Maps 9-1E, 9-2E, 9-3E, 9-4E, and 9-5E of the Final EIS Map Volume.  
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Based on results of the public scoping process and in consultation with the BLM and other 
agencies, the following areas of concern were identified in the Final EIS with regard to visual 
resources in the portion of the Project where the Mitigation Proposal would occur: 

 Residential views from properties nearest the Mitigation Proposal corridor. 
 Recreation views from the Stallion WSA 
 Travel route views from WSMR Road 3607 

Visual resources on BLM-administered land are managed within the context of the VRM system, 
as described in BLM Manual 8400 – Visual Resource Management.  

The Socorro RMP 2010 identifies general management guidelines for visual resources.  

New Mexico counties, including Socorro and Torrance do not have visual resource goals, 
policies, or objectives identified in their plans.  

3.9.2 Visual Resource Inventory and Visual Resource Management Classifications 

To inventory and characterize the affected environment for visual resources for the Mitigation 
Proposal, the following visual components were considered: scenery and viewing locations, 
including associated Key Observation Points (KOP); distance zones; sensitivity levels (scenic 
level rating units [SLRU]); visual resource inventory (VRI) classes; as well as BLM VRM 
classifications and associated objectives. Refer to the Final EIS visual resource section for 
descriptions of the VRI components and definitions and objectives for VRM classes. 

BLM VRM classifications are used to demonstrate Project conformance with regards to 
established management plans and also inform the applicant what type and intensity of 
mitigation is required. The VRI and VRM classifications of the three Mitigation Segments are: 

 Eastern Segment: The eastern segment is not located on BLM lands and therefore VRM 
Classes are not applicable  

 Central Segment: The Mitigation Proposal is located on private lands, but it has been 
classified as Class IV VRI. Recorded VRI data for the Central segment classify the 
Distance Zone as Foreground/Middle Ground with a Low SLRU and ‘B’ SQRU. The 
Central Segment is surrounded by VRM Class IV and would be managed thus.  

 Western Segment: The Western Segment is located on VRI Class IV BLM lands 
managed as VRM Class II. VRI data for the Western Segment classify the Distance Zone 
as Foreground/Middle Ground with a Low SLRU and ‘B’ SQRU.  

Methods for determining viewing locations, KOP locations, and scenic quality are described in 
the Final EIS Section 3.9.1.2 and in consultation with the BLM. 

3.9.2.1 Scenery 

Scenery reflects natural landscapes and is comprised of varying levels of landform, vegetation, 
existence of water, scarcity, adjacent scenery, and cultural modifications; all of which combine 
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to exhibit landscape character (BLM Manual H-8410-1). Inherent to landscape character is 
scenic quality, which is defined by the BLM as the aesthetic appeal of a tract of land and is 
expressed as Class A, B, or C. Class A scenery typically has a higher degree of landscape relief, 
diversity of water, and vegetation, which harmoniously combine and result in a high level of 
aesthetic appeal. Class B scenery has less variety in the elements that comprise the landscape, 
but still has some diversity and visual interest. Class C scenery typically does not have much 
diversity in terms of landscape features and rates the lowest from an aesthetic perspective.  

The lands crossed by all three segments of the Mitigation Proposal are all classified as Class B 
landscapes (see Figure M 9-1E, Final EIS Map Volume). 

3.9.2.2 Sensitive Viewers 

The inventory of sensitive viewers is represented by KOPs typically organized into 
three characterizations that include residential views, recreation views, and travel route views. 
The description of KOPs includes three components: (1) the identification of sensitive-viewer 
locations and visual sensitivity (low, moderate, or high), (2) distance zones (foreground-
middleground, background, and seldom seen), and (3) viewing conditions (Level, Superior, 
Inferior, Screened, Unobstructed, etc.) (see Figures M 9-2E and M 9-3E, Final EIS Map 
Volume). These KOPs, which have been inventoried in the field, are described below.  

Eastern Segment 

Existing high-sensitive viewers are the same as those described in the Final EIS with dispersed 
residential housing north of the Mitigation Proposal with the nearest residence within 
approximately 1.5 miles of the centerline of the underground transmission line. Views from this 
area are level to inferior; however, much of the landscape in which the Mitigation Proposal 
would be located is screened by vegetation and terrain. There are no public travel routes or 
recreation areas that would have views of this segment.  

Central Segment 

Two residential viewers are located in the study corridor. One residential viewer is located 
approximately 0.5 to 0.75 mile on the south side of the centerline of the underground 
transmission line (see Figure 3-2). Views from this residence are level and unobstructed with the 
transition station backdropped against the light hue of the butte. 

Western Segment 

These are high sensitivity viewers located in the Stallion WSA located approximately 1 mile 
south of the proposed transition station located at the eastern-most terminus of the Western 
Segment. The primary recreation use for the Stallion WSA is hiking and camping. These high 
sensitivity viewers would view the Project in the foreground to middleground for short to 
moderate durations, but would have longer duration views while in the camping areas. Viewers 
would have partially obstructed to fully obstructed slightly superior views in the foreground to 
partially obstructed superior views of the project facilities in the middleground to background 
from the top of La Cebolla Mountain. 
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In addition to recreation viewers, High sensitivity viewers traveling along the WSMR Road 3607 
would have level partially obscured views of the Project facilities for a short duration looking 
southwest along the Project route as they travel from north to south towards the WSA but would 
have fully screened views of the Project as they travel from south to north leaving the WSA.  

There are no residential viewers in the study corridor for the Western Segment. 

This segment of the Mitigation Proposal would be located on VRM Class II designated lands. 
The objective for Class II lands is to retain the existing character of the landscape. The level of 
change to the characteristic landscape should be low. Management activities may be seen, but 
should not attract the attention of the casual observer. Any changes must repeat the basic 
elements of form, line, color, and texture found in the predominant natural features of the 
characteristic landscape. (BLM Manual) 

3.9.3 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

The location of segments associated with the Mitigation Proposal generally follows the same 
corridor as the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS. The Final EIS results 
for the three segments in terms of effects to scenery, effects to viewers, and compliance with 
VRM classes follows: 

3.9.3.1 Eastern Segment 

Existing high-sensitive viewers for the Eastern Segment would have Moderate to Moderate-High 
impacts due to the project crossing Class B scenery and partially screened views due to 
topography from the Middle-ground of Link E85 from residences. This segment of the BLM 
Preferred Alternative is expected to be compliant with VRM Class III objectives.  

3.9.3.2 Central Segment 

High-sensitivity residential viewers for the Central Project Segment would have Moderate to 
Moderate-High impacts due to the Project crossing Class B scenery and views of the Foreground 
of Link E80d from residences. The towers would be in the foreground for the residences and 
would be skylined with unobstructed views. This segment of the BLM Preferred Alternative is 
expected to be compliant with VRM Class III objectives.  

3.9.3.3 Western Segment 

High Sensitivity viewers for the Western Segment would have Moderate-High impacts due to the 
Project crossing Class B scenery and views of the Foreground of Link E101 from the Stallion 
WSA with skylined views of the proposed towers. This segment of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative is anticipated to be non-compliant with VRM Class II due to Strong to Moderate-
Strong contrast. Travelers heading south along WSMR Road 3607 would pass underneath the 
BLM Preferred Route Transmission Lines. 
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3.9.4 Mitigation Proposal Results 

Generally, visual impacts associated with the three Mitigation Proposal segments would be lower 
than impacts from the same viewing locations for the BLM Preferred Alternative (overhead). 
Each of the three segments would include the typical overhead elements (towers, conductors), 
but they would be installed underground and would, therefore, not be visible. The transition 
stations at either end of the underground segments would have a larger footprint than the towers 
but would have shorter project elements. Other visual impacts associated with the construction 
and operation of the project with the Mitigation Proposal include the transition stations at either 
end of the Mitigation Proposal segments, the concrete vaults at 1,500-foot intervals, and a 
permanent 30-foot-wide access road. Improvements to existing regional access roads, which 
could need improvements, or new access roads located within the transmission line right-of-way, 
as identified in Section 2.3.1, could increase visual impact to foreground views.  

Simulations of the Mitigation Proposal (underground construction) action and the BLM 
Preferred Alternative (overhead line construction) were prepared for critical viewpoints located 
near the Central and Western segments. The simulations show Project features including roads 
after the Project is complete. The simulations are provided in this EA for comparison with the 
existing conditions, and to support the analysis of visual impacts (see Appendix A). A discussion 
of visual impacts is included in the following descriptions for each of the segments.  

3.9.4.1 Eastern Segment 

Impacts to high-sensitivity residential viewers are expected to be low as the transition station 
components would be shorter than the BLM Preferred Alternative towers and the vaults and 
access road would not be visible.  

3.9.4.2 Central Segment 

Impacts to High-sensitivity residential viewers 0.5 mile south of the Mitigation Proposal are 
expected to be Moderate to Moderate-High. The transition station components are shorter than 
the Project towers but would have a larger footprint and low contrast backdropped against the 
light hue of the butte. The ground-level vault locations would be located on the valley floor and 
would be partially screened by topography as they seen from a level viewing position. The 
Central Segment would be in compliance with the VRM Class III objectives. 

3.9.4.3 Western Segment 

Impacts to high-sensitivity recreation viewers approximately 1 mile south of the Mitigation 
Proposal in the Stallion WSA are expected to be Moderate to Moderate-High. The transition 
stations would be located north of the hills on the northern-most edge of BLM land and would be 
partially to fully screened by terrain and vegetation. The transition station components would be 
shorter than the Project towers and would not be seen from the edge of Stallion WSA. However, 
the tallest element of the western-most transition station (the A-frame) would be seen from the 
highest point of the Stallion WSA (from the top of La Cebolla Mountain) but would be shorter 
than the overhead transmission line towers. It would be located on the valley floor, as opposed to 
the ridge of the hill, and would be backdropped as opposed to skylined. Despite these reduced 
impacts, the Western Segment would not be compliant with VRM Class II Objectives. However, 
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the area of land on which this segment would occur has already been analyzed and would require 
a VRM plan amendment in the Final EIS. 

3.9.5 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

New information relating to the Mitigation Proposal when compared to the findings in the Final 
EIS would not result in new or substantially different temporary or permanent impacts.  

 Eastern Mitigation Segment: The Mitigation Proposal components would not be seen 
by high-sensitivity residential viewers. 

 Central Mitigation Segment: The eastern transition station would be unobstructed and 
would be seen in the foreground but would have fewer impacts than the overhead 
structures. 

 Western Mitigation Segment: The transition stations or underground transmission lines 
would not be seen from the edge of the Stallion WSA but would be partially visible from 
the top of La Cebolla Mountain. The Mitigation Proposal components would not be seen 
for travelers heading north along WSMR Road 3607 but would be partially seen for a 
short duration for travelers heading south. Impacts for the Western Mitigation Segment 
would be less than the overhead structures. 

3.10 Land Use and Recreation Resources 

3.10.1 Affected Environment 

This section summarizes land use and recreation resources in the Mitigation Proposal study 
corridors. Existing and planned uses have been documented for the entire 6-mile-wide study 
corridor (3 miles on either side of the reference centerline) on federal, state, and private land. 
Project-wide land use and recreation resources are shown on Figures M 10-1 to M 10-4 (see 
Final EIS Map Volume). For a complete description of the existing and planned land uses and 
recreation resources along Subroute 1A2 (see Section 3.10 of the Final EIS). 

Based on results of the public scoping process and in consultation with the BLM and other 
agencies, the following areas of concern were identified in the Final EIS with regard to land use 
and recreation resources in the portion of the Project affected by the Mitigation Proposal: 

 BLM RMP right-of-way avoidance areas  
 Right-of-way conflicts with existing residential areas, ranching, and livestock grazing 
 Recreation uses, including off-highway vehicle (OHV) areas 
 Avoidance of potential interference with military testing and training operations  

Existing and future land use categories that occur in the Mitigation Proposal study corridors 
include: 
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 Residential –: low density single-family rural residential that is classified as 0 to 2 
dwelling units per acre.  

 Grazing/Multi-Use/Vacant – all land uses that did not fit under a specific category, or 
were not specifically designated for a specific use by the responsible jurisdiction or land 
management agency.  

 Military – Telemetry, Radar, Communications, Launch and Impact sites, and Restricted 
Airspace (Surface to Unlimited) used by the DoD.  

 Agriculture – agricultural land uses are primarily ranching and grazing. 

 Utilities – electricity distribution lines and pipelines.  

 Transportation – minor roads maintained for ranching and military access by Torrance 
and Socorro counties.  

 Recreation – federal, state, and local recreational trails and designated OHV areas. 
Recreation land uses in the study corridor include BLM special recreation management 
areas (SRMA) designated for multiple recreational activities such as rock climbing and 
bouldering.  

 Parks/Preservation – federal, state, and local parks, open areas, and areas protected 
from development. Parks and preservation areas in the study corridor include the 
Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge in New Mexico. 

The following BLM, state regulations, and county and local plans were reviewed.  

BLM New Mexico 

 Rio Puerco (Albuquerque) Resource Management Plan Revision and Environmental 
Impact Statement (BLM 1985). This plan was prepared to formally record the BLM’s 
decisions for managing approximately 8.6 million acres of land including 896,480 acres 
of public land in Bernalillo, Cibola, Torrance, Valencia, Sandoval, McKinley, and Santa 
Fe counties. 

 Socorro Field Office, Socorro Resource Management Plan and Record of Decision 
(BLM 2010b). This plan has been prepared to allocate resources and provide a 
comprehensive framework for the BLM’s management of 1.5 million acres of public land 
in Socorro and Catron counties. 

New Mexico State 

 New Mexico Certificate of Public Convenience and Necessity. The New Mexico Public 
Regulation Commission controls all aspects of transmission line siting in the state. Three 
permits are required to build a transmission line greater than or equal to 230 kV: 
(1) Certificate of Public Convenience and Necessity; (2) Location Permit; and (3) Right-
of-way Width Determination, which establishes, under New Mexico statute, the 
requirement for Public Regulation Commission approval on all proposed transmission 
lines with a right-of-way width greater than 100 feet, regardless of voltage, in cases other 
than a fee-simple acquisition.  
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Sensitivity classifications were assigned to land and resource uses that occur in the study area, 
identifying initial impact levels based on resource sensitivity and Project-related impacts, 
developing resource-specific mitigation measures to minimize adverse impacts and incorporating 
mitigation measures to assign final impact levels for each Project alternative. See Sections 4.10.1 
and 4.10.2 of the Final EIS for a complete description of the impact assessment methodology and 
criteria. Impacts for the Mitigation Proposal segments were evaluated and compared with 
impacts of the BLM Preferred Alternative.  

3.10.1.1 Existing and Planned Land Use and Recreation 

Land Jurisdiction and Ownership  

The study corridors for the Eastern Segment are in Torrance County and the Central and Western 
segments are in Socorro County. There are no incorporated cities in the Mitigation Proposal 
study corridors. Federal agencies with land ownership or management responsibilities in the 
Mitigation Proposal study corridors are the BLM’s New Mexico State Office and Rio Puerco and 
Socorro field offices and USFWS’s Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge. New Mexico state 
agencies with land ownership or management responsibilities in the Mitigation Proposal study 
corridors are the NMSLO and the New Mexico Fish and Game Department. 

The following describes the existing and planned land uses that are present in the Mitigation 
Proposal study corridors. 

Recreation 

Dispersed recreational opportunities are located throughout the Mitigation Proposal segment 
corridors. No parks, recreational centers, or SRMAs are located in the Mitigation Proposal 
segment corridors.  

Agriculture and Range 

Affected lands are mainly federal, state, and privately owned. Federal and state lands are leased 
to ranchers to graze livestock. Ranching facilities such as cattle tanks and wells are located in the 
Mitigation Proposal segments study corridors. Please see Section 3.5.3 of this EA for location 
and depth to groundwater information for these facilities. 

The affected BLM lands are in the Socorro Field Office, which manages approximately 252 
grazing allotments (BLM 2010c).The BLM’s objective is to ensure the long-term health and 
productivity of these lands, and to create multiple environmental benefits that result in healthy 
watersheds (BLM 2010d). Livestock grazing is managed in accordance with Rangeland Health 
Standards. The number of authorized Animal Unit Months (AUMs) on BLM land can vary, 
depending upon factors such as drought, wildfire, and market conditions. . Individual grazing 
lessees/permittees of record would be notified where the transmission line right-of-way is 
authorized by the BLM on public lands. 

In addition to BLM-managed grazing allotments, state trust lands in New Mexico are leased for 
grazing in the study area according to Title 10, Chapter 2, Part 8 of the New Mexico 
Administrative Code. It is assumed any state trust lands can be leased for the purpose of 
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livestock grazing. There are 649,638 acres and 449,746 acres of New Mexico State Trust land in 
Socorro County, and Torrance County, respectively. 

The Eastern Segment crosses 1 grazing allotment, which contains 31,779 acres of New Mexico 
State Trust lands. The allotment is estimated at 1,910 AUMs.  

The Central Segment crosses 1 grazing allotment (the U Butte Allotment), which contains 3,805 
acres of federal lands, 3,781 acres New Mexico State Trust lands, and 3,920 acres of private 
lands. The allotment is permitted for 624 AUMs. The allotment is located outside the grazing 
boundary and livestock numbers are not controlled as long as resource conditions do not 
deteriorate on public lands. 

The Western Segment crosses 1 grazing allotment (the Tecolote Draw Allotment), which contain 
15,939 acres of federal lands, 2,496 acres of New Mexico State Trust lands, and 20,564 acres of 
private lands. The allotment is permitted for 2,388 AUMs. 

Military 

Military installations and airspace designations are shown in the Map Volume of the Final EIS 
(Figure M 10-3E and M 10-3W) and on Figure 1-1 of this EA. The Northern Call-up Area is 
located directly north of the WSMR; covers approximately 1.5 million acres; and includes BLM 
land, New Mexico state land, and private land. The WSMR conducts missile test firings onto the 
range from the LC 94 launch site near Subroute 1A and the Sulf Site in the northwest portion of 
WSMR. Missile test firings were conducted 47 times between the two sites in 2009 but can be 
many more or less per year (WSMR 2009). Pursuant to evacuation agreements, residents and 
businesses located in this area are required to evacuate their properties for periods of 12 hours, 
with at least 48 hours between consecutive evacuation periods during these tests.  

The majority of the airspace units above and near the WSMR, including airspace units R5107C, 
R5107H, and R5107E, are classified as joint use. These airspace units are designated a Special 
Use Airspace, in which the controlling agency is the FAA and the using agency is a military 
installation. When the Special Use Airspace is in use by a designated military installation, air 
traffic control is provided by Holloman Air Force Base (AFB). The boundaries of the Special 
Use Airspace are designated by the FAA; WSMR coordinates with the FAA to use the airspace, 
but neither the FAA nor WSMR have the authority to regulate land use or structures below 199 
feet above ground level. The military installation may prohibit civilian aircraft or projectiles 
from traversing the airspace without permission. When not in active use by the DoD, control of 
the airspace units is returned to the FAA.  

These airspace units are scheduled and mainly used for research, development testing and 
experimentation, military training, and civilian contract program development and testing. In 
addition, aircraft from Holloman AFB, Kirtland AFB, and Fort Bliss Army Airfield operate 
within the restricted airspace at various times. Civilian and commercial air traffic may enter the 
restricted airspace only with permission of WSMR Range Control. The major activities 
conducted within the WSMR restricted airspace include air-to-air and surface-to-air weapons 
systems tests. Other activities include the operation of aerial drone targets, towed aerial targets, 
unmanned air systems, space probes, safety chase, aerial photography, and fixed- and rotary-
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wing security patrols. Training activities in the WSMR airspace include NASA crew training, 
aircraft weapons delivery, air-to-air combat maneuvers, and other military exercises. A large 
amount of the airspace is used as safety buffer zones for missile and rocket firings (WSMR 
2009). 

Right-of-way Avoidance Areas 

Right-of-way avoidance areas are designated by the BLM and managed for specific resource 
objectives. For a full description of Right-of-way avoidance areas crossed by the Project see 
Section 3.10.3.8 of the Final EIS. Where the Project right-of-way would cross an avoidance area, 
an RMP amendment may be required as identified in the Final EIS.  

3.10.1.2 Mitigation Planning 

After the application of standard mitigation, selective mitigation would then be applied to 
effectively reduce impacts where practicable. See Section 2.5 for a description of standard and 
selective mitigation measures. Specific applications of selective mitigation are described in the 
impact analysis results below.  

3.10.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

The locations of the Mitigation Proposal segments are in the same corridor as the BLM Preferred 
Alternative described in the Final EIS. All Mitigation Proposal segments cross the NCUA north 
of the WSMR. The Central and Western segments are located in the restricted airspace R5107C 
and R5107H. Military uses, which include testing and training, are described in Section 3.10.3.7 
of the Final EIS. 

Impacts described in the Final EIS associated with the BLM Preferred Alternative along Links 
E86a, E86b, and E101b would be low for planned land use and low-moderate to moderate for 
existing land use (See Section 4.10.5.2 of the Final EIS). Along these same links, impacts to 
dispersed recreational activities would be low and no parks, recreational centers or SRMAs 
would be crossed. 

Impacts to BLM lands managed for grazing would be directly impacted by the proposed Project 
as described in the Final EIS. Construction of the BLM preferred alternative would result in the 
loss of approximately 0.0001 percent of available grazing land in the BLM Socorro Field Office 
area.  

Impacts to New Mexico state grazing lands would include a reduction of approximately 0.0002 
percent from state trust lands in Socorro County and 0.00006 percent from state trust lands in 
Torrance County.  

Link E101b crosses 1.1 miles of a right-of-way avoidance area managed for VRM Class II visual 
resources. The proposed BLM preferred plan amendment alternative as identified in the Final 
EIS is a 400-foot-wide corridor, which would result in approximately 53 acres removed from 
right-of-way avoidance management in the Socorro RMP. 
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3.10.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

Temporary impacts associated with construction of the Mitigation Proposal would occur along 
each segment where excavation and construction of roads and other facilities takes place. The 
total amount of acres that would be temporarily removed for use of grazing during construction 
periods would be 111 acres in an area 100 feet wide along the three burial segments. These 
temporary impacts include increased traffic along access roads, and temporary modifications to 
fencing, gates, and water facilities. Temporary impacts associated with construction could affect 
movement of cattle, which could result in indirect impacts to ranching operations associated with 
herd movement. 

Per standard mitigation measures (ST 1 through 9), impacts to ranch facilities and operations 
would be minimized. Water line locations will be identified in the final POD and field-located 
prior to any construction and excavation activity in compliance with state law. Special protection 
such as PVC sleeves would be installed underneath the duct banks to allow for the continued use 
of existing water lines and the installation of future water lines, if necessary. This will allow for 
easier maintenance if a water line becomes damaged or unusable. If facilities are damaged or 
obstructed, fences, gates, roads, and watering facilities would be returned to their predisturbed 
condition as required by the landowner or land management agencies. The final POD will 
include fencing specifications and traffic management practices, such as vehicle speed limits, to 
avoid interference with livestock movement. Individual ranchers would be notified of 
construction schedules to adjust herd movement. Cattle would be able to cross the right-of-way 
unimpeded and graze on lands in the right-of-way that would not be permanently disturbed; 
however, future rangeland improvements could not be located in the right-of-way. By 
implementing these mitigation measures and BMPs specified in the final POD, it is unlikely that 
the manner in which livestock use the area/pastures where the line is installed could result in 
livestock loss along major access routes during construction or operation if the Project. 

Where road construction, grading, or excavation is required, surface restoration would be 
implemented according to selective mitigation measures and BMPs to be specified in the final 
POD and as directed by the landowner or BLM Authorized Officer. The method of restoration 
would normally consist of returning disturbed areas back to their natural contour, reseeding 
(where required), cross drains installed for erosion control, placing water bars in the road, and 
filling ditches (Selective Mitigation Measures, Table 2-4). Off-site access during construction 
would add additional vehicular traffic to regional public county roads or private ranch roads, as 
described in section 2.3.1 of this EA. The additional road use would increase the level of dust 
emissions and create potential interference with ranching activities that require use of the roads. 
Standard Mitigation Measures listed in Tables 2-3 and 2-4 of the Final EIS would be effective to 
control dust, and coordination with ranchers or other residents would be an important part of the 
Transportation Management Plan and Final POD to minimize impacts to ranching operation. 

No parks, recreational centers, or SRMAs would be impacted by the Mitigation Proposal 
segments. Improved roads to Mitigation Proposal segments could directly impact dispersed 
recreational opportunities by improving access conditions to some remote areas. Permanent 
impacts associated with the Mitigation Proposal would result in the reduction of grazing lands 
where access roads, underground vaults, and transition stations are constructed. Although 
livestock may be exposed to EMFs in the vicinity of either overhead or underground electrical 
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transmission lines, there would be no measurable change in EMF levels at or near the vaults. 
Additional information is provided in Section 3.15 of this EA regarding EMFs.  

Under full power loading conditions, the total heat generated from the underground cables would 
typically not exceed 5 watts per foot of cable length (per cable-in-conduit section) and 15 watss 
per foot of duct bank6. In total, the energy equivalent of the heat dissipated is not expected to 
exceed 500 watts within each splicing vault (7 feet by 30 feet) . This amount of energy is 
comparable to the operation of five 100-watt incandescent lamps. Therefore, there would be no 
measureable temperature change at the ground surface during operation of the Project. The vaults 
would be covered with soil, with the exception of the manhole covers, and would not generate 
warmth that could attract livestock during cold periods. It is anticipated that there would be no 
substantial reduction for the forage available for livestock within the affected grazing lands. 

The Mitigation Proposal was developed to minimize impacts to WSMR’s military mission, and 
associated operations. The burial of 5 miles of the transmission line route within three segments 
located in the NCUA would meet the objectives of the Mitigation Proposal and effectively 
prevent, avoid, or minimize any potential damages to the Project facilities. In addition, the 
DoD’s Mitigation Proposal requires “procedures to allow for unimpeded testing to occur during 
construction and maintenance of the power lines.” The mitigation measures identified in section 
2.7 of this EA, and the Final POD, would be effective in achieving these objectives. As stated in 
section 2.3.1 of this EA, regional roads will be used and maintained to county standards 
sufficient for construction and maintenance of Project facilities. In particular, the Transportation 
Management Plan will be developed in cooperation with WSMR, county highway departments, 
and other stakeholders to schedule vehicle and equipment movements in a manner that would 
minimize disruption to WSMR’s testing activities as well as ranching operations in the affected 
areas of the NCUA. 

  

3.10.3.1 Eastern Segment 

Existing and planned land uses are the same as those described in the Final EIS, which are 
generally categorized as rural residential with widely dispersed residences and ranching features 
occurring in the study corridor. This segment crosses rural ranching roads, water facilities (two 
sections of underground water pipeline), and land used for ranching and grazing primarily 
through grazing leases on federal and state trust land.  

Permanent impacts could result in a reduction of less than 0.001 percent of grazing lands (16 
acres) across 1 allotment state trust lands.  

                                                 
6 The heat generated is a measure of electrical losses and is the arithmetic product of the square of the 
current (measured in amperes) passing through the cable and the impedance encountered (measured in 
ohms). POWER Engineers, December 1, 2014 (Personal communication) 



 

SunZia Southwest Transmission Project  3-40 Environmental Assessment 
  for the Project Mitigation Proposal 

3.10.3.2 Central Segment 

The Central Segment is located in Socorro County along Link E86b of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative as described in the Final EIS. Existing and planned land uses are the same as those 
described in the Final EIS. Residences and associated ranching features occur in the study 
corridor, approximately 0.75 mile south and 0.6 mile north of the Central Segment, and a county 
maintained road on BLM land. This segment crosses federal, state, and private land used 
primarily for ranching grazing.  

Permanent impacts could result in a reduction of less than 0.002 percent of grazing lands (2 acres 
on BLM land, 7 acres on state trust land, and 8 acres on private land for a total of 17 acres) 
across one allotment.  

3.10.3.3 Western Segment 

The Western Segment is located in Socorro County along Link E101b of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative as described in the Final EIS. Existing and planned land uses are the same as those 
described in the Final EIS, which are generally categorized as rural residential with no residences 
occurring in the study corridor. This segment crosses land used for ranching and grazing used 
primarily through grazing leases on federal and state trust land. This segment crosses an 
avoidance area that is managed by the Socorro RMP for VRM Class II objectives. The mitigation 
proposal would result in the reduction of 3.5 acres of lands managed for right-of-way avoidance 
in the Socorro RMP. High-sensitivity viewers associated with dispersed recreational 
opportunities would be impacted as described in Section 3.9 of this EA.  

Permanent impacts could result in a reduction of less than 0.001 percent of grazing lands (10 
acres on BLM land, 8 acres on state trust land, and 3 acres on private land for a total of 21 acres) 
across 1 allotment. 

3.10.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

New information relating to the Mitigation Proposal when compared to the findings in the Final 
EIS would not result in new or substantially different impacts. The following table identifies 
permanent impacts to grazing lands that could result from the Mitigation Proposal as compared 
to the BLM Preferred Alternative as stated in the Final EIS. 

Table 3-6. Comparison of Permanent Impacts to Grazing Lands 

Subroute 1A2 
Federal Grazing 

Lands (acres) 
State Grazing 
Lands (acres) 

Private Grazing 
Lands (acres) Totals 

BLM Preferred Alternative – 
Overhead 

16 20 1 41 

BLM Mitigation Proposal – 
Underground 

12 31 11 54 

A total of 1,270 acres of land would be permanently disturbed for the BLM Preferred Alternative 
for the Subroute 1A2 as described in the Final EIS (overhead line construction for 230.3 miles). 
In conclusion, impacts to planned and existing land use associated with the Mitigation Proposal 
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would be similar in context and intensity as those described for the BLM Preferred Alternative as 
described in the Final EIS. 

3.11 Special Designations 

3.11.1 Affected Environment 

Sections 3.11 and 4.11 of the Final EIS identify and assess potential impacts to special 
designations in the Project study area that are crossed by the proposed BLM Preferred 
Alternative. Special designations are identified in BLM land use planning documents and are 
either administratively or congressionally designated. Congressionally designated areas may 
include wilderness areas, WSAs, wild and scenic rivers, national conservation areas, and national 
scenic or historic trails. Administrative designations may include areas of critical environmental 
concern and SRMAs. Special designations protect values and land uses unique to an area, which 
typically require a more intensive management emphasis than is applied to surrounding public 
land. Specific management prescriptions are identified for these areas, including the avoidance or 
exclusion of some activities or uses (i.e., right-of-way leases or grants). Wilderness areas, WSAs, 
and LWCs are described in Section 3.12 

An impact assessment methodology was developed to identify and evaluate potential direct 
and/or indirect impacts to wilderness, WSA, and LWCs inventory units that would result from 
the Project (see Section 4.11.2 of the Final EIS for a complete description of the impact 
assessment methodology). Direct impacts would occur if the Project right-of-way or facilities 
would be located on lands within the boundaries of a special designation. Indirect impacts to 
special designations, which may include impacts to air quality, earth, water, visual, wilderness, 
LWCs, or other resources, are described in their respective resource sections in this EA or the 
Final EIS. 

3.11.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

There are no special designations crossed by the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the 
Final EIS along Links E101a, E86a or E86b in areas of the Mitigation Proposal segments. 

3.11.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

No special designations are crossed or affected by the any of the Mitigation Proposal segments.  

3.11.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

Overall impacts to special designations would be the same in the Mitigation Proposal when 
compared to the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS.  
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3.12 Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, and Lands with Wilderness Characteristics 

3.12.1 Affected Environment 

Sections 3.12 and 4.12 of the Final EIS identifies and assess potential impacts to wilderness 
areas and WSAs in the Project study area and identifies LWCs that are crossed by the proposed 
BLM Preferred alternative. Wilderness areas and WSAs are specially designated. Special 
designations protect values and land uses unique to an area that typically require a more 
intensive management emphasis than is applied to surrounding public land. LWCs are not 
administratively or congressionally designated but are BLM lands that have been identified to 
contain wilderness characteristics. The BLM conducts and maintains inventories regarding the 
presence or absence of wilderness characteristics. According to Section 201 of the FLPMA, the 
preparation and maintenance of the inventories does not change or prevent change of the 
management or use of the lands. BLM lands identified as having wilderness characteristics are 
considered when analyzing projects under the NEPA. 

An impact assessment methodology was developed to identify and evaluate potential direct 
and/or indirect impacts to wilderness, WSA, and LWCs inventory units that would result from 
the Project (see Section 4.12.12 of the Final EIS for a complete description of the impact 
assessment methodology). Per BLM New Mexico State Office direction, direct impacts would 
occur for portions of the Project where components (including access, structures, and ancillary 
facilities) would cross LWCs inventory units or lands designated as wilderness or WSA. The 
latter condition (i.e., the Project crossing wilderness or WSA) does not occur in the context of 
the Project. Direct impacts to LWCs inventory units were characterized by the number of acres 
that would no longer qualify as potential LWCs. 

3.12.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

The Final EIS identified the following results for the BLM Preferred Alternative that could occur 
along the Mitigation Proposal segments. 

 No wilderness areas are located within 3 miles of this subroute; therefore, no indirect 
impacts were identified.  

 Link E101b would be visible from approximately 4,741 acres (20 percent) of the Stallion 
WSA. The visibility of the proposed link, located less than 0.5 mile north of the WSA 
boundary, would have an indirect impact to outstanding opportunities for solitude. 
Although the BLM Preferred Alternative would be visible, due to the size and rugged 
terrain of the Stallion WSA, there would still be ample opportunity for solitude.  

 Link E101b would have direct impacts to the pending LWCs inventory unit adjacent to 
Stallion WSA, where they cross approximately 2.1 miles of the northern portion of the 
unit. This unit contains approximately 1,788 acres of BLM-managed land identified as 
having wilderness characteristics. Construction and operation of the proposed Project 
would reduce the inventory unit by approximately 102 acres. Direct impacts to the 
inventory unit could be minimized by relocating Links E101a and E101b (SE 8). 
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3.12.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

No Wilderness Areas, WSAs, or LWCs occur within 3 miles of the Eastern and Central segments 
of the Mitigation Proposal; therefore, potential impacts would be the same as described for the 
BLM Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS Sections 4.12.3.1, 4.12.4.1, and 4.12.5.1.  

3.12.3.1 Western Segment 

Link E101b would be visible from approximately 4,037 acres (17 percent) of the Stallion WSA. 
The visibility of the proposed link, located approximately 0.5 mile north of the WSA boundary, 
would have an indirect impact to outstanding opportunities for solitude. Although the portions of 
the Mitigation Proposal would be visible, due to the size and rugged terrain of the Stallion WSA, 
there would still be ample opportunity for solitude. See Section 3.9.3.2 for a description of visual 
impacts assessed from key observation points from in the Stallion WSA. 

There is no change in the alignment or proposed construction method along Link E101a or 
E101b, where they cross approximately 2.1 miles of the northern portion of the pending LWC 
adjacent to the Stallion WSA. Segments of Links E101a and E101b that would have direct 
impacts to the pending LWCs inventory unit adjacent to Stallion WSA as described in the Final 
EIS for the BLM Preferred Alternative would persist and are unaffected by the Mitigation 
Proposal.  

3.12.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

Overall impacts would be reduced in the Mitigation Proposal when compared to the BLM 
Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS with regard to wilderness areas, WSAs, and 
LWCs. When compared to the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS, the 
Western Segment along Link E101b would reduce the visibility of the project from the Stallion 
WSA by approximately 3 percent. This reduction of impacts would be due to an adjustment of 
the alignment that would allow natural terrain features to further screen portions of the Project, 
as well as some vertical Project features being buried underground that would otherwise be 
visible. 

3.13 Social and Economic Conditions 

3.13.1 Affected Environment 

Sections 3.13 and 4.13 of the Final EIS identify and assess potential impacts to social and 
economic conditions that could result from the construction and operation of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative. Those sections describe the existing social and economic baseline conditions in the 
study area of the proposed Project, as well as the broader host region that includes portions of 
Torrance and Socorro counties in New Mexico crossed by the Mitigation Proposal.  

The FLPMA requires the BLM to integrate physical, biological, economic, and other sciences in 
land use planning and to analyze social, economic, and institutional information. The NEPA 
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requires federal agencies to integrate “the natural and social sciences in planning and decision 
making” (42 USC 4332[2][A]). 

Social and economic conditions are assessed with county-level data where data sources are 
consistent across the Project study area. Data for cities and towns were used to bring clarification 
to local socioeconomic conditions.  

The socioeconomic assessment method is based largely on a Project-specific study conducted by 
the University of Arizona, Economic and Business Research Center, and New Mexico State 
University Arrowhead Center (2009). The SunZia Southwest Transmission Project Economic 
Impact Assessment was developed to support the Final EIS (Charney et al. 2012a; Appendix G-1 
of the Final EIS). Components addressed in the study included basic socioeconomic 
characteristics of the affected counties (population, density, and per capita income); revenue 
impacts (expected property tax, sales tax, and state-shared sales tax); and economic impacts 
(number of jobs created [direct and indirect], labor income, and county-equivalent gross 
domestic product).  

Because the length of a subroute is directly proportional to its estimated economic effect, 
multipliers (based on the results of the economic impact assessment) were calculated for each 
county and applied to each alternative subroute on a per mile basis. The economic impacts 
resulting from construction and operation of the proposed substations have been incorporated in 
the estimates of impact for each of the transmission line alternatives associated with the affected 
counties. Social impacts related to population increases, housing, and emergency services are 
qualitatively discussed and quantified where possible. 

3.13.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

The Final EIS identified the following results for Route Group 1, which includes the BLM 
Preferred Alternative Subroute 1A2. 

There would be no substantial impacts to population or housing as a result of the construction of 
the Project as described in the Final EIS. Job creation, labor income, and tax revenue estimates 
vary slightly between subroutes in Route Group 1, including Subroute 1A2, the BLM Preferred 
Alternative. Economically, Socorro and Sierra counties would benefit the most from the 
construction and operation phases of the Project because the two counties contain a majority of 
all subroute mileage. Direct and indirect economic impacts would result in communities such as 
the city of Carrizozo in Lincoln County (largest city in proximity to the proposed SunZia East 
Substation); the town of Mountainair in Torrance County7; Socorro and the unincorporated 
community of San Antonio in Socorro County; Elephant Butte, Truth or Consequences, and 
Williamsburg in Sierra County; and Deming in Luna County. Operations employment would 
likely have the greatest impact in Doña Ana County and not in the actual location of the 
transmission line and substation facilities. Typically, grazing could continue in the Project right-
of-way during operation of the transmission lines, and more than 80 percent of the right-of-way 
would likely not be disturbed by construction activities and remain open for grazing.  
                                                 
7Calculations used in the economic impact assessment included Subroute 1A in Socorro County, but Subroute 1A2 
crosses 28 miles in Torrance County. 
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The following is a summary of socioeconomic impacts associated with Route Group 1 as 
described in the Final EIS. The approximate range of direct and indirect jobs, income tax 
revenue, and property tax revenue that could be created in New Mexico is summarized as 
follows: 

 Jobs (job years) generated from construction of transmission lines: 2,108 to 2,206 
(1,212 to 1,275 direct and 896 to 931 indirect) 

 Income tax revenues generated during construction (not including substations): $33.1 to 
$32.4 million 

 Property tax revenues generated during construction: $9.4 million to $13.7 million 
 Property tax revenues during operations: $26.3 million to $49.8 million 

Potential effects to property values have been discussed in the Final EIS in Section 4.13.4.5. 
Studies have examined a range of contributing factors to real estate value impacts from high-
voltage transmission lines in proximity to fee lands, such as the effects of visibility and their 
extent of encumbrance (e.g., restrictions, easements, and encroachments). Studies were reviewed 
as discussed in the Final EIS, which have found a range of effects, generally resulting in a 10 
percent or smaller reduction in property values. Other factors that may indirectly affect property 
values could include the purchase of liability insurance by private landowners whose land may 
be encumbered by Project facilities or payments to private land owners for use of private 
property for Project facilities.  

3.13.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

Impacts associated with population and housing impacts of the Mitigation Proposal would be 
similar to those described in the Final EIS for the BLM Preferred Alternative in Route Group 1 
(see Sections 4.13.4.1 and 4.13.4.2 of the Final EIS). Overall, estimates of the total cost of 
construction for the entire Project could increase up to 5 percent, while construction costs 
associated with the New Mexico portion of the Project could increase up to 10 percent. It is 
anticipated, construction of the Mitigation Proposal underground segments would occur during 
the same time period as construction of the overall project. Therefore estimates of direct 
economic impacts associated with jobs and revenues would likely increase during the 
construction period as additional personnel and materials would be needed. See Tables 2-1 and 
2-2 of this EA for a description and quantity of personnel needed for construction of 
underground segments and transition stations.  

It is estimated both direct and indirect effects to jobs and revenue would increase proportionally 
to overall project costs associated with construction of the Mitigation Proposal underground 
segments. These direct and indirect effects would likely have the greatest impacts on the 
communities in proximity to the Mitigation Proposal segments (i.e., Mountainair and Socorro) 
due to the need for larger quantities of local resources and extended construction time frames in 
these localized areas. Permanent impacts to ranching operations associated with vegetation 
removal could reduce AUMs across the Eastern Segment by less than 0.001 percent, the Central 
Segment by less than 0.002 percent, and the Western Segment by less than 0.001 percent. 
Grazing could continue in the Project right-of-way during operation of either overhead or 
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underground transmission lines, and more than 80 percent of the right-of-way would likely not 
be disturbed by construction activities and remain open for grazing. 

As discussed in the Final EIS and in Section 3.13.2 of this EA, studies have found that a 
reduction in property values to privately owned ranch properties in proximity to the Project of up 
to 10 percent could occur after construction of a high-voltage transmission line in a rural area. It 
is noted that these studies have been conducted only where overhead transmission lines have 
been built and where visibility was a contributing factor. Each of the private ranch properties in 
the SunZia Project corridor that would be potentially affected by the Project would have 
contributing effects of both overhead and underground portions of the transmission line.  

3.13.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

Overall, direct and indirect economic impacts would likely increase with construction of the 
Mitigation Proposal, when compared to the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final 
EIS. A higher level of economic impact would be due to an increase in total construction costs 
over the time needed to construct the underground segments. Additionally, economic impacts 
associated with grazing would be similar for the Mitigation Proposal when compared to the BLM 
Preferred Alternative.  

It is anticipated that the potential direct impact from disruption of ranching activities during 
Project construction is a contributing factor to property value effects for the underground portion 
of the Project in the short term, and would be greater than that of the overhead portions of the 
Project because of the duration of construction. Coordination with property owners and ranchers 
to minimize disruption of ranching activities would be documented in the POD, and mitigation 
would be prescribed with special conditions applicable to right-of-way agreements between 
SunZia and the landowners.  

To the extent that indirect visual impact is a contributing factor to property value changes in the 
long term, the underground portions of the Project would have a potentially lower level of 
visibility than the overhead portions. For example, impacts to residential or travel viewers in 
scenic areas would be mitigated by burial of the transmission lines, reducing the amount of 
contrast and resultant visual impact. (Also see Visual Resources, Section 3.9 of this EA.) 
Therefore, a potentially smaller level of property value reduction may occur from the burial of 
the transmission lines. Impacts to viewers in areas where the overhead portion of the 
transmission lines and transition stations are located would remain the same. 

3.14 Environmental Justice 

3.14.1 Affected Environment 

Sections 3.14 and 4.14 of the Final EIS identify and assess potential impacts to environmental 
justice populations that could result from the construction and operation of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative. Executive Order 12898 (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
1994) requires federal agencies to address high and disproportionate environmental impacts on 
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minority and low-income populations. Should potentially significant and adverse impacts 
attributable to the proposed Project fall disproportionately on these populations, environmental 
justice impacts would result. Those sections describe the existing social and economic baseline 
conditions in the study area of the proposed Project, as well as the broader host region that 
includes portions of Torrance and Socorro counties in New Mexico that are crossed by the 
Mitigation Proposal. 

Potential environmental justice populations as described in the Final EIS were geographically 
identified by census tract, within a 3-mile radius on either side of the BLM Preferred Alternative. 
In rural areas, census tracts could cover large areas with low population densities. If census tracts 
in rural and urban areas were identified to be an environmental justice population, land use 
inventory data (such as field verification and aerial photography) were used to confirm the 
specific type of land uses that could be impacted by the route. For a complete description of the 
method of analysis please see Section 4.14.2 of the Final EIS.  

3.14.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

The Final EIS identified the following results for Route Group 1, which includes the BLM 
Preferred Alternative Subroute 1A2. Six potential environmental justice tracts across three 
counties are crossed by the BLM Preferred Alternative. Of the six, one tract in Lincoln County, 
one tract in Torrance County, and three tracts in Socorro County could experience low to 
moderate impacts. Census tracts 9602 and 9637 located in Lincoln and Torrance counties are 
characterized by low-density residential properties, and cross within 0.5 mile of potential 
environmental justice populations in these tracts. The BLM Preferred Alternative also crosses 
within a 0.25 mile of low-density residential properties and agricultural areas near the 
community of Escondida, just north of the city of Socorro. Proximity to these properties 
indicates the potential for moderate impacts. Higher density environmental justice populations 
located 1 mile south in Socorro could experience low impacts because of their distance from the 
line. However, because these populations are spread across many square miles of land, the 
number of individuals that could be impacted would be much less. 

3.14.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

Potential impacts of the Mitigation Proposal associated with environmental justice populations 
would be similar to those described in the Final EIS for the BLM Preferred Alternative in Route 
Group 1 (see Sections 4.14.3.2 of the Final EIS), which estimate low to moderate impacts. These 
effects would occur to the same potential populations. However, the length of time to construct 
the Mitigation Proposal underground segments would likely increase some temporary impacts to 
potential environmental justice populations due to extended construction time frames in localized 
areas around Mountainair, Socorro, and Escondida. These temporary impacts could include an 
increase in low-skilled service jobs to supply goods and services to construction workers.  
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3.14.4 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

Overall, environmental justice impacts would be similar with construction of the Mitigation 
Proposal when compared to the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS. The 
results of the analysis indicated that no significant impacts to environmental justice populations 
are expected. 

3.15 Health and Safety/Hazardous Materials 

3.15.1 Affected Environment 

Sections 3.15 and 4.15 and Appendix K of the Final EIS describe the affected environment and 
potential impacts from EMFs, audible noise, radio and television interference, environmental 
contamination, and hazardous materials related to construction, operation, and decommissioning 
of the BLM Preferred Alternative. Potential emissions of pollutants considered harmful to public 
health and the environment are discussed in Section 3.2, Climate and Air Quality (also see 
Table 3-2, Ambient Air Quality Standards of the Final EIS). 

EMFs and corona effects were analyzed using the Bonneville Power Administration’s Corona 
and Field Effects Program software for a variety of conductor configurations and minimum 
conductor heights relating to the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS. EMF, 
audible noise, and radio and television interference from a transmission line are based on the 
electrical and physical characteristics of the transmission line. The Corona and Field Effects 
Program uses the electrical and physical characteristics of the transmission line to calculate 
resulting fields and interference effects. Once values were calculated, they were compared to 
recommended limits for EMF based on the International Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation 
Protection. For a complete description of the method of analysis please see Section 4.15.2 of the 
Final EIS.  

3.15.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement Assessment Results 

The study results indicated that EMF field levels anticipated to occur at the Project right-of-way 
are projected to be below the reference levels for general public exposure, based on the 
International Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection guidelines (National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences 2002). EMF is measured in units of milligauss (mG). The 
maximum potential magnetic field levels in the right-of-way would be approximately 500 mG, 
which is lower than the reference levels of 833 mG for general public exposure and 4,167 mG 
for occupational exposure. (Final EIS, Section 15.3 and Appendix K, Preliminary Corona and 
EMF Effects Study.)  

Audible noise may result from equipment and vehicles used during Project construction. Where 
construction would occur near populated areas, noise might be audible and result in temporary 
impacts and possibly considered only as a nuisance. During operation of the transmission lines 
and substations, audible noise levels would not exceed the EPA recommended levels of 55 dBA 
at the right-of-way limits. 
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Projected levels of radio and television interference, resulting from the operation of transmission 
lines at the right-of-way limits for the Project, would be below the recommended levels 
established by the Radio Noise Design Guide and Federal Communication Commission.  

Construction and operations activities would comply with all applicable federal, state, and local 
regulations regarding the use of hazardous substances. BMPs would be applied to ensure that 
applicable federal, state, and local laws are obeyed. Further, the Project owner and construction 
team would coordinate with land management agencies to incorporate health and safety 
requirements in response to accidental release of hazardous materials. 

3.15.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results 

Potential impacts of the Mitigation Proposal associated with EMFs, audible noise, radio and 
television interference, environmental contamination, and hazardous materials would be similar 
to those described in the Final EIS for the BLM Preferred Alternative (see Sections 4.15.3). 
Potential effects associated with operation of the Mitigation Proposal would continue to be 
within the guidelines of both the Environmental Protection Agency recommended levels of 55 
dBA at the right-of-way limits, and Radio Noise Design Guide as well as the Federal 
Communication Commission. No residences are within 200 feet of construction activities of the 
Mitigation Proposal underground segments; therefore, increased temporary short-term impacts 
associated with construction noise are not anticipated.  

The cable design minimizes the electric field beyond the immediate outside jacket of the cable. 
That is, there is no measureable voltage on the surface of an energized EHV cable. EMF is 
generated by the energized cable, but as with a 500-kV overhead configuration, EMF exposures 
will dissipate to a negligible level at the edge of the right-of-way. The reinforcing bars used as 
structural support of the vaults create a Faraday cage, which are metal layers that are also 
grounded and function to dissipate any low-level EMF generated. 

An analysis was conducted to estimate the potential EMF exposure levels for the underground 
segments.8 The results indicate that the exposure at 1 meter above the vaults would be 
approximately 30 (mG) at the center, up to 95 mG within the right-of-way, and decreasing to less 
than 10 mG  at a  point 80 feet from the centerline. The exposure at 1 meter above the duct banks 
(trenches) would be approximately 50 mG at the center, up to 190 mG  within the right-of-way, 
and decreasing to less than 10 mG 85 feet from the centerline. EMFs are generated by the 
energized cable, but as with a 500-kV overhead configuration, EMF exposure will dissipate to a 
negligible level at the edge of the right-of-way.  

Although reference levels for livestock exposure have not been determined, the resultant EMF 
exposures to livestock would be less than the reference levels for human exposure. 

                                                 
8 EMF calculations performed using Cymcap 6.2. Memorandum from Dane McGrady, POWER Engineers (January 
5, 2015) 
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3.15.3.1 Comparison of Impacts Associated with Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred 
Alternative and the Mitigation Proposal Segments 

Overall, impacts associated with EMFs, audible noise, radio and television interference, 
environmental contamination, and hazardous materials would be similar with construction of the 
Mitigation Proposal when compared to the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final 
EIS.  

The maximum potential exposure within the overhead transmission line right-of-way, including 
the transition stations for the Mitigation Proposal, would be lower than the reference levels for 
public or occupational exposure according to the ICNIRP. EMFs would be measurably higher 
than that of the underground portions where the overhead lines transition to underground; 
however, there would be no increase in exposure to any residences. The overall EMF exposure 
from the underground segments of the Mitigation Proposal would be lower than that of the 
overhead transmission lines. 

3.16 Operation and Maintenance 

Operation and maintenance activities that are necessary after project construction include routine 
inspections and potential repairs and restoration, as described in Chapter 2 (Section 2.4 of this 
EA). The environmental effects of operation and maintenance of the Mitigation Proposal 
facilities would be similar to the effects of operation and maintenance for the proposed project 
described in the Final EIS; however, there are certain aspects that would differ.  

The overhead transmission line facilities may be subject to damage or deterioration caused by 
high winds, fire, lightning strikes, earth shaking, or human caused disturbance from target 
shooting or other vandalism. Overhead lines are regularly inspected to identify the need for 
replacement parts due to deterioration over time. When transmission towers or overhead 
conductors fail, service crews are dispatched to repair or replace the damaged facilities as soon 
as possible. Repairs are generally made from the ground using cranes, although helicopters may 
be used to replace conductors or replace insulators, static wires, or towers. Environmental effects 
that may result from most maintenance activities such as potential soil erosion, vehicular 
emissions, or accidental spills are typically confined to existing roads and other previously 
disturbed areas. Maintenance crews coordinate with the land managers to move vehicles and 
equipment with a minimal amount of disturbance to ranching operations, and are required to 
restore the ground surface and any facilities that might be damaged during the repair. 

Underground transmission line cables are less-likely to fail as a result of natural or human-
caused damage. The most likely type of underground cable failure would occur at splices 
between cable sections due to defects or wearing out over time. The splices are accessible 
through vaults (manholes) for repair or cable replacement. As a result, the maintenance would 
typically be confined to existing, previously disturbed areas that are accessible by surface 
vehicles. In the unlikely event of a cable failure that occurs in between the vaults (splice points), 
the trench would be reopened using a process similar to that used for new underground ductbank 
installation and result in the same levels of ground disturbance as project construction. 
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Maintenance and repair required for transition stations would be similar to that required for 
typical substations. 

Overall, the environmental effects of typical operation and maintenance of the underground 
facilities would be very similar to that of the overhead facilities, although it is anticipated that 
repairing the underground facilities would require somewhat longer durations to identify the 
location of a problem and gain access to repair the damage. 

3.17 Cumulative Impacts 

A cumulative impacts analysis was completed for the Project in the Final EIS, which included 
identification of past, present, and future and reasonably foreseeable future (RFF) actions (see 
Section 4.17 of the Final EIS). The time frame for the analysis was based on a typical 10-year 
planning cycle for local, state, and federal governments and utility plans. The projects identified 
as RFFs in Lincoln, Torrance, and Socorro counties in the Final EIS were verified for changes in 
their development status. No changes in status were identified. Additionally, a search was 
performed to identify any new projects that may have initiated development and could be 
considered RFF actions. No new RFFs were identified. 

Although there is more potential ground disturbance as a result of construction of the Mitigation 
Proposal when compared to the Project as described in the Final EIS, the increase in ground 
disturbance is in the localized areas of the underground segments. Overall, potential ground 
disturbance for Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS 
when compared to Subroute 1A2 with the Mitigation Proposal yields an estimated increase of 1 
percent of ground disturbance. Overall the cumulative effects of the Project with construction of 
the Mitigation Proposal would be similar when compared to the BLM Preferred Alternative 
described in the Final EIS.  
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CHAPTER 4 – INDIVIDUALS, ORGANIZATIONS, TRIBES, 
OR AGENCIES CONSULTED 

Consultation and coordination with federal and intergovernmental agencies, organizations, tribes, 
and interested groups of individuals for the proposed Project have been documented in Chapter 5 
of the Final EIS.  

Individual landowners and allottees (or leases) with ranch properties located in the three 
transmission line burial segment corridors in Torrance and Socorro counties for the Mitigation 
Proposal were contacted. Meetings were held in August of 2014 and included site visits with 
several members of the ranching community to discuss the Mitigation Proposal. The meetings 
included site visits with the landowners, BLM, Project representatives, and NMSLO and DoD 
personnel. An additional meeting to discuss the EA was held in Socorro in December 2014 with 
the landowners, NMSLO, and DoD.  

Issues identified by affected landowners included concerns for minimizing disturbance to 
existing infrastructure related to residential properties and ranching activities (i.e., water 
pipelines, wells, gates and fences). Results of the meetings included pre-engineering and 
construction feasibility assessments for suggested locations for underground transmission 
facilities and transition station. 
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CHAPTER 5 – LIST OF PREPARERS AND REVIEWERS 

A list of preparers and contributors involved throughout the Project, including BLM staff and 
consultants, is provided in Table 5-1 and 5-2. 

Table 5-1. BLM SunZia Interdisciplinary Team 
Name Title 

BLM New Mexico State Office, Lead BLM State 
Adrian Garcia Project Manager 
Jonathan David Goodman NEPA Planning Coordinator 
James Sippel National Lands Conservation System Coordinator/Wilderness 

Coordinator 
Jane Childress Lead Archaeologist 
Marikay Ramsey Wildlife Biologist (Threatened and Endangered species, lead for ESA 

Section 7 consultation) 
Jeanne Hoadley Resources Program Lead (air quality) 
Adrienne Brumley Minerals 
Billy "Link" Lacewell Hazardous Materials Coordinator 
Roger Cumpian Range Conservationist 
John Selkirk Fire and Aviation Specialist 
Elaine Lopez Engineer 
Al Sandoval Geographic Information Systems  
Management Oversight 
Jesse Juen New Mexico BLM State Director 

Socorro Field Office 
Virginia Alguire Lands and Realty 
Denny Apachito Wildlife Biologist 
Kevin Carson Recreation Planner 
Nathan Combs Range Specialist 
Bethany Rosales Natural Resource Specialist – Range 
Brenda Wilkinson Archaeologist 
Gus Hoever Range Specialist 
Management Oversight 
Mark Matthews Acting Field Office Manager 

Cooperating Agency Reviewers – Points of Contact 
New Mexico State Land Office 

Don Britt Assistant Commissioner, Commercial Resources 
Department of Defense Siting Clearinghouse (Office of the Deputy Secretary) 

Michael Aimone Executive Director (DoD Siting Clearinghouse, 
Installations/Environment) 

U. S. Army, White Sands Missile Range 
Daniel Hicks Deputy Executive Director 
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Table 5-2. Consultant Preparers and Contributors 
Name Education Involvement 

EPG 
Louise Brown BA, Administrative Systems Technical Editing 
Caree Griffin AAS, Drafting Graphics, Visual Simulations 
David Kahrs MS, Wildlife Conservation and 

Management 
BA, Biology 

Wildlife Biology and Vegetation Resources 

Don Kelly MUEP, Urban and Environmental 
Planning 
BA, Anthropology 
BA, Philosophy 

Project Coordinator, Air Quality, Land use, 
Socioeconomic, Environmental Justice, 
Health and Safety  

Cara Lonardo BA, Archaeology Cultural and Historical Resources 
Michael Pasenko MS, Paleontology 

BA, Anthropology 
Earth and Paleontological Resources 

Marc Schwartz MLA, Landscape Architecture (pending) 
BS, Forestry 

Visual Resources 

Mickey Siegel MCRP, City and Regional Planning 
BA, Psychology 

Project Manager 

Mike Skoko BS, Geography Geographical Information Systems 
Christopher E. 
Rayle 

BA, Anthropology 
MA, Anthropology 

Cultural and Historical Resources 

Dustin Sunderman BS, Anthropology Cultural and Historical Resources 
Steve Swanson PhD, Anthropology 

MA, Anthropology 
BA, Anthropology 

Cultural and Historical Resources 

Paul Trenter BSLA, Landscape Architecture Project Manager 
Scott Woods BS, Geography Geographic Information Systems 

Other Contributors 
POWER Engineers 

Name Title Involvement 
Mark Etherton Managing Engineer Project Description, Technical Data 
Jim Multerer Principal Engineer Project Description, Technical Data 
Les Hinzman Principal Engineer Project Description, Technical Data 
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Comment Tracking Sheet 
Letter # Comment # Name Comment Response 
1 1 Jack 

Durham 
Keep the pristine lands pristine.  Keep any line along already established roads; do not cut cross country. As stated in the FEIS, Section 2.2.2.1, the transmission line siting criteria included opportunities 

and constraints, among them the opportunity to utilize existing linear features such as roads, 
railroads, existing utility corridors , and other previously disturbed areas. The BLM preferred route 
was selected because it maximizes the use of existing,  parallel linear features. 

2 1 William 
Payne 

EA does not state who is responsible for paying for decommissioning the SunZia Southwest Transmission Project. Both the areas applicable to the EA, as well as those analyzed in the EIS, would be restored in 
accordance with a Termination and Reclamation Plan approved by the BLM Authorized Officer 
(See Section 2.4.4 of the EA).  The owner of the project would be responsible for decommisioning 
the project. 

2 2 William 
Payne 

Demolition and site remediation decommissioning bid requirement and bond requirement if SunZia and its investors default on 
decommissioning after set number of days of inadequate electricity delivery should be established if project is approved 

Both the areas applicable to the EA, as well as those analyzed in the EIS, would be restored in 
accordance with a Termination and Reclamation Plan approved by the BLM Authorized Officer 
(See Section 2.4.4 of the EA).   

3 1 NMWA In this case, the proposal will involve fairly significant changes to the finalized proposal for the sections of the line that will be buried instead of 
located above ground. Some of these changes include digging large trenches and filling them with cement, heavy equipment moving across 
public lands, digging near potential archeological sites which may be located underground, digging near Wilderness Study Areas, and additional 
road construction. We believe that these things do deserve additional analysis and fall within the regulations for when supplemental analysis is 
required.  

The BLM conducted this EA to determine whether the Mitigation Proposal would result in 
significant new changes from the Final EIS proposed action.  However, the analysis documented 
in the EA determined that these changes did not result in significant new impacts.  While overall 
project impacts may be significant, these impacts have already been analyzed as part of the Final 
EIS.  As supported by the analysis in Chapter 3 of the EA, the FONNSI states that the effects from 
the proposed burial mitigation measures are not a substantial change from the preferred alternative 
analyzed in the SunZia Final EIS.  As a result, no new significant impacts exist, and a 
supplemental EIS is not necessary or required. 

3 2 NMWA The EA does not seem to have demonstrated that burying a line this large is even possible, or that similar projects have been completed 
elsewhere. This should be analyzed as well.  

Qualified estimates were made with best available information provided by product design and 
engineering models for smaller scale projects as well as 500 kV lines. The scale of construction for 
the SunZia underground segments is comparable to other linear projects such as large interstate 
pipelines. Assumptions regarding engineering design and operation variables based on these data 
were provided for the analysis.   

3 3 NMWA We are curious as to whether the analysis needed for Todsen’s Pennyroyal would need to change or be more significant if the line was buried. As stated in Section 3.6.3.4 of the EA, intensive pedestrian surveys for the Todsen’s Pennyroyal 
were conducted in September 2014 in potentially suitable habitat on the Eastern and Central 
segments of the Mitigation Proposal.  No Todsen’s Pennyroyals were found; thus, no impacts to 
the species are anticipated and no mitigation would be necessary.   
 
In a letter in December 2014, USFWS sent BLM a letter stating that no further action was 
necessary on the Todsen’s Pennyroyal. 

3 4 NMWA Additionally, we believe BLM should not authorize any impacts to pending LWC’s until a management decision has been made through an 
RMP process. The western segment of this mitigation proposal crosses a potential LWC unit. As we have stated previously, BLM must 
adequately inventory these units as part of the RMP process in order to be in compliance with FLPMA, which requires the BLM to maintain a 
current inventory of resources, including lands with wilderness characteristics, and Manual 6310, which elaborates on BLM’s FLPMA 
obligations and provides further detail on how fulfill them.  Allowing degradation of these units before management decisions are made could 
preclude them from being designated as LWCs, and would be contrary to the purposes of the BLM’s guidance and FLPMA.   

An inventory for lands with wilderness characteristics along the route of the SunZia project was 
concluded in September 2011.  One area was identified as having wilderness characteristics along 
the route and is identified in the EIS.  The maintenance of an inventory does not, of itself, change 
the potential use of the public lands.  BLM policy does not require a moratorium on development 
within areas with wilderness characteristics before a planning process is completed; rather, it 
requires consideration of those resources in developing alternatives and disclosure of the impacts 
on the wilderness characteristics.  Impacts on lands with wilderness characteristics have been 
identified as part of the Final EIS, Section 4.12.5.1.  Impacts associated with the Mitigation 
Proposal are reduced when compared to the Final EIS Preferred Alternative Route (EA, Section 
3.12.4).   

3 5 NMWA we believe a much more robust analysis should be done regarding the potential burial’s impacts to underground temperatures, groundwater, and 
electromagnetism.  

Impacts on underground temperatures are analyzed in Section 3.3 of the EA; impacts on 
groundwater are analyzed in Section 3.5 of the EA; impacts on electromagnetic interference are 
located in Section 3.15 of the EA.  The comment includes no information on how the analyses in 
these sections should be made more robust. 

3 6 NMWA BLM should also look at both the short term and long term impacts to WSA visitors, and whether either alternative is better for preserving the 
WSA’s wilderness characteristics.  

Impacts associated with the Mitigation Proposal on WSA visitors would be the same as described 
in the Final EIS (Section 3.12.3 of the EA), except that the areas proposed for burial near the 
Stallion WSA would have reduced visual impacts (Section 3.9.4.3) 

4 1 CWG Section 2.3.8 on page 2–11 of the EA addresses the construction duration of the Mitigation Proposal and says that burial can be completed in the 
same period as the Project as a whole, or approximately two years. While it is correct that the manufacture, delivery and installation of the 
underground cables can be completed in this time, the EA does not include the required prequalification time for testing of the cables, which 
must be fulfilled before manufacture begins. Installations of 500-kilovolt underground cable are extremely rare, which raises the question of 
whether the cable used for this particular application will have to undergo prequalification testing before manufacture. This testing must be done 
in compliance with EIC Standard 62087 and requires at least one year’s time. The cable must be subjected to a minimum of 180 load cycles 
lasting two days each. This testing must be followed by a lightning-impulse voltage test, making the total testing time someone longer than one 
year at a minimum. The schedule for the 2009 study for the Heartland Project in Alberta for burying two 500- kilovolt lines includes a 
prequalification and testing period of ~22 months prior to manufacture and installation. This prequalification time is preceded by a 6-month set-

Cable manufacturers will be selected based on experience and available test data.  The Project 
owner will take advantage of all available data from experts knowledgeable of UG cables.  There 
are also other major  underground 500kV projects in progress, to be completed with comparable 
schedules (e.g., SCE Tehachapi) which would provide useful information for cable testing. 
 
All cable testing and prequalification, as well as other major material procurement activities, 
would be conducted prior to or in parallel with construction activities. It  is anticipated that cable 
delivery would be scheduled in sequence to meet the construction schedule.  
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Comment Tracking Sheet 
Letter # Comment # Name Comment Response 

up and design period. The total time required to bury two 10-kilometer-long lines in this example is ~52 months. This length of burial compares 
with 8.85 kilometers (5.5 miles) for SunZia’s two lines. No North American company (indeed, no Western Hemisphere company) has made 
500-kilovolt cable before, while it has been made by Japanese, Chinese, and European companies. While two major applications (Japan and 
China) were undertaken before the Heartland feasibility study was completed, the Heartland study included the prequalification time in the 
project schedule. Previous manufacturing by foreign companies was not used as a reason to decrease the time. The EA should note whether the 
cable needed for this underground installation can be procured from a provider who has fulfilled the prequalification tests for 500-kilovolt cable. 
If not, the full period required to complete burial should include the prequalification time. That time will determine when the project will be 
completed, which is critical to know for any utility that might purchase New Mexico wind-generated electricity and any company that might 
provide it. 

4 2 CWG Not releasing the Lincoln Laboratory’s analysis of SunZia’s impacts on the Call-up Area makes it impossible to know what the residual impacts 
to military operations are in the additional 30 miles of the area that SunZia crosses. At least some impacts should occur. Knowing what they 
were would help inform reviewer comments. In light of the enormous increase in technical complexity, cost, and, to some extent, time to 
complete the project under the Mitigation Proposal, moving the lines, even though the environmental analysis would require substantial time, 
yet seems more prudent and cost effective. This would save the project proponent many tens of millions of dollars, greatly reduce technical 
complexity, and keep the Call-Up Area pristine for testing.  

BLM does not have the authority to release the Lincoln Laboratory’s report on impacts to military 
operations at WSMR.  However, based on the letter received from DOD Secretary Chuck Hagel 
on May 27, 2014, DOD stated that it would withdraw its objections to the project if four specific 
mitigation measures (including burial of a portion of the transmission lines) was incorporated into 
the Record of Decision.  BLM has interpreted this letter to mean that any residual impacts after 
implementation of the Mitigation Proposal would be acceptable to DOD and WSMR.   

4 3 CWG On page 2-18 the EA states the following: “Another alternative was considered to construct and operate underground transmission facilities 
across the entire length of the Call-up Area but was eliminated from further consideration. Similar to the reasons above, burial of the this 
portion of the Project is considered technically infeasible due to potential reliability concerns, operational risks, environmental impacts, and 
high construction cost.” If this statement is true, it applies to a significant degree to the Mitigation Proposal itself. The Proposal increases 
potential reliability concerns, operational risks, environmental impacts and construction costs, all of which make the project significantly less 
feasible. Rerouting the lines outside the Call-up Area would increase reliability, reduce operational risks, and dramatically reduce costs. 
Burying the lines over the 5.5 miles distance of the Mitigation Proposal increases the cost for that segment from approximately $10 million to 
$300 million or more. This increase is very damaging to the project and increases its infeasibility. The greatly added technical complexity, cost, 
and potential increase in construction time resulting from burying the lines brings into question whether this proposal is feasible or rational in 
itself.  

The scope of the EA is to analyze environmental impacts of the Mitigation Proposal, including 
socioeconomic impacts. It is the Applicant’s responsibility to determine the economic  feasibility 
of the Project in order to finance construction and operation.  According to the BLM NEPA 
Handbook, Section 6.6.3, consideration of whether an alternative is economically infeasible does 
not require cost-benefit analysis or speculation about an applicant’s cost and profits. 

4 4 CWG When the trenches for the burial of the lines are filled with concrete for the duct banks, many tens of thousands of cubic yards of rock and soil 
will be left over when the trenches are refilled. The fluidized slurry backfill and underlying concrete base surrounding the ducts will be 6.5 feet 
thick in itself. Only one foot of top soil is to be placed over the fluidized backfill. No provisions are given for how this large extra volume of 
rock and soil will be disposed of and stabilized. 

Depending on soil characteristics, some of the excavated material could be used for backfill in the 
duct bank trenches. Excess rock and soil material would be used for fill where needed for road 
building, transition station pads, or other construction fill within the right-of-way for the 
underground segments or overhead  segments. The disposition of materials will be specified in the 
Plan of Development, and may also be used for  other purposes such as maintenance of existing 
county roads with permission of the counties, landowners, or other land management agencies as 
applicable. 

4 5 CWG No provisions are given for restoring trenched areas. The FEIS does not discuss the types of impacts to vegetation associated with large-scale 
trenching. Specific restoration measures should be given for this type of ground disturbance. 

Impacts to vegetation, both in areas of permanent and temporary disturbance, are analyzed in 
Section 3.6.3.1.  Standard Mitigation Measures and Selective Mitigation Measures 1-8 would be 
applied to minimize impacts to vegetation. 

4 6 CWG On page 3-24 the EA states the following: “The results of the Mitigation Proposal assessment indicate that when compared to the findings for 
the BLM Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS, the Mitigation Proposal would not result in new or substantially different impacts to biological 
resources.” The difference in impact on burrowing animals and ground-nesting birds between constructing two overhead lines and excavating 
four parallel trenches each a minimum of 3.0’ wide and 6.5’ deep would be enormous. Which animals would be disturbed by this action? What 
is their likely density in the area, how rare is each species, and how large of a population may be affected by this action? 

The EA evaluated significance of impacts using the same criteria identified in Section 4.6.3.1 of 
the Final EIS, which are as follows: 

● “Take” of a listed, proposed, or candidate species under the ESA or BGEPA, as defined 
by those acts 

● Permanent or long-term loss of suitable critical habitat, or effects that would prevent 
future recovery of critical habitat 

● Mortality rates that result in population-level effects for sensitive and other unlisted 
species 

● Permanent displacement of individuals from biologically important habitats 
● Permanent loss of habitat that would result in species-wide or population-wide effects 
● Fragmentation resulting from the addition of new infrastructure to barriers to wildlife 

movement, including physical barriers, open spaces avoided by some species, and 
disturbance or mortality associated with roads, to large, currently intact blocks of habitat 

Section 4.6.4.5 of the Final EIS list Special Status species that could be impacted by the Project. 
 
Based on this criteria, BLM’s finding that the Mitigation Proposal would not result in new or 
substantially different impacts to biological species has been confirmed. 

4 7 CWG While the EA mentions the use of roads by concrete and cable trucks, the number of trips required by these trucks is not given and is an 
important measure of impact. If cement trucks can carry 8 cubic yards, it will require approximately 5,000 truck loads just to provide the 
concrete that surrounds the duct banks. The concrete for the overlying fluidized slurry backfill, which will be almost equivalent in volume, is not 
considered in this. This is a huge burden on local and state roads. It would seem advisable to categorize the roads that will be used and the 
potential impact on them. If the cable is provided in 1500-foot rolls that are delivered one cable per truck, it will require 310 deliveries of cable, 
with each truck weighing approximately 75,000 pounds. Again, this usage has a considerable impact on state and local roads. Have state and 

The POD will include documentation of existing road conditions, a Transportation Management 
Plan, with a traffic control plan, and specifications for road maintenance and compliance 
monitoring to ensure that roads are returned to their pre-construction condition or better.  The 
Transportation Management Plan is outlined in Appendix A3 of the Draft POD (2012). Special use 
permits for road improvements would be obtained from the county(ies) in coordination with 
landowners and other stakeholders.  A map showing existing roads in the vicinity of the 



 

SunZia Southwest Transmission Project  B-3 Environmental Assessment 
  for the Project Mitigation Proposal 

SunZia Southwest Transmission Project 
Environmental Assessment for the Project Mitigation Proposal 

Comment Tracking Sheet 
Letter # Comment # Name Comment Response 

local officials been notified of the potential impact of the concrete and cable trucks, both in terms of the number of trips and their weight? underground segments, and their level of improvement requirements, is now included in the EA 
(section 2.3.1) to indicate possible alternative construction access routes; final road use 
specifications will be identified in the POD. 

4 8 CWG What will be required to scale up ready-mix production in Socorro and Mountainair to provide the concrete? Can these facilities provide the 
capacity needed in the timeframe required? How much expansion will these plants have to undergo to support the project? In addition, no 
manufacturing facilities for 500-kilovolt underground cable exist in North America, and the cable will have to be transported long distances 
from seaports if it is manufactured overseas. The two-year time to manufacture, deliver, and install the cable seems much too short given the 
total lack of experience with the manufacture and burial of this size of line in the U.S. 

It is anticipated that the contractors will be able to obtain concrete from a combination of sources 
including local concrete plants, portable batch plants, and volumetric mixers. 
 
Refer to comment no. 4-1 (response above) regarding  cable manufacturing and testing. 

4 9 CWG While the EA states that the standard dust mitigation measures discussed in the EIS will be used, the impact of the trenching and this magnitude 
of traffic over county roads and newly constructed roads will be vastly greater than the impact associated with constructing overhead lines. With 
the trenching and traffic involved, the difference in impact along this segment of the project is likely to be more than an order of magnitude 
greater. The EA should attempt to quantify this increase. 

While there will be increased temporary impacts associated with construction, including air quality 
effects, impacts associated with operations will be the same as for an aboveground transmission 
line as analyzed in the FEIS.  Dust emissions during construction would be minimized by 
mitigation measures as stated in sections 2.7 and 3.2 of the EA.  A Traffic Control Plan will be 
included in the POD. 

5 1 Lance 
Grace 

No responsible individual who understands and values the unique un-encroached electromagnetic nature of WSMR – including its extension 
areas – would ever approve of this power line routing without first insuring that normal safeguards are put into place. As a former USAF test 
pilot with extensive test and development experience on WSMR dealing with advanced weapons and sensor systems, I would expect all local, 
state and federal governments to demand that an agreement similar to the following would be in place before allowing SunZia to construct their 
power line through such a unique area that is vital to the national defense: 

1. The appropriate DoD organization that oversees test and training ranges will provide specifications for the frequencies of interest 
to the military along with the acceptable levels of EMI. The information will cover a period of at least the next 50 years. 

2. SunZia will provide an analysis of the expected electromagnetic interference (EMI) created by their power line in the frequencies 
of interest to the military. 

3. SunZia will provide a test plan for EMI testing that they will accomplish on the power line immediately upon it first being 
powered up. The test goal will be to verify the validity of the EMI analysis and to prove that the power line does not exceed the 
acceptable levels of EMI. Continued operation will be dependent on successfully achieving the test goal. 

4. SunZia will repeat EMI testing anytime a major configuration change is accomplished on the line, i.e. a second transmission line, 
replacement of critical components, etc 

5. SunZia will provide their plan for how they will continue to monitor the EMI levels throughout the entire lifetime of their power 
line. 

6. A legal contract between SunZia and the US Army will be made that guarantees that SunZia will insure that the agreed upon EMI 
levels will not be exceeded throughout the lifetime of the power line. It will include time restrictions on how long the power line 
can continue operating until repaired, if and when an EMI issue occurs. 

It is my understanding that little to none of the above has been accomplished! This presents an unacceptable level of risk (financial and/or 
military) to WSMR, the other 4 local military bases that use WSMR airspace, local communities, the State of New Mexico, the DoD and the 
country. 

Impacts associated with EMF are analyzed in Sections 3.15, 4.15, and Appendix K of the FEIS.  
The impacts of the Mitigation Proposal on EMF are expected to be similar to the impacts already 
addressed in the FEIS.   

5 2 Lance 
Grace 

The easiest and most effective way to handle this entire issue is to follow the previous recommendations made by all informed parties who 
understand the needs of the military and the value of maintaining a strong national defense – either re-route the power line outside of the 
northern extension area or bury (with proper shielding to prevent EMI) 35 miles of the power line on the current routing. 

Rerouting of the transmission line outside of the NCUA and burial of the transmission line within 
the NCUA are outside of the scope of this EA.   

6 1 Adam 
Corrado 

Would it be possible to extend the review period? This would more appropriately consider holiday schedules and would provide the public with 
adequate time to review the document and provide comprehensive comments. 

BLM declines to extend the comment period; however, any additional comments received will be 
considered before the signing of a Record of Decision on the project. 

6 2 Adam 
Corrado 

I understand that the SunZia EA was initiated (in part) by the necessity to underground segments of the line, and that the mitigation proposal to 
underground segments of the line was based on the findings of a report prepared by the MIT Lincoln Laboratory cited on page 1-1 of the SunZia 
EA. Because this study is fundamental to the SunZia EA, can I get a copy of this report? If not, can I review the declassified briefing materials 
from the report? I would be happy to go to a NM BLM office to pick up and/or review any materials you have. 

BLM does not have the authority to release the Lincoln Laboratory’s report on impacts to military 
operations at WSMR.   

6 3 Adam 
Corrado 

Why did you choose to analyze these changes with an EA rather than a Supplemental EIS? When I read the SunZia EA, it appears to be a 
substantial change to the FEIS project description, and could potentially have significant resource impacts that were left without analysis or 
mitigation. In the EA, it seems that undergrounding requires years to complete, dozens of pieces of additional heavy equipment, and twenty 

The objective of the Mitigation Proposal is to minimize impacts of the proposed SunZia project on 
WSMR’s testing and training missions in the NCUA.  The BLM is utilizing the EA to determine 
whether the changes to the Preferred Alternative route would result in substantially different 
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miles of large trenches (four trenches, each five miles long) through largely undisturbed habitat. It seems reasonable to think that 
undergrounding two large transmission facilities in three different segments could cause significant impacts beyond those described in the FEIS, 
and should be analyzed in a supplemental EIS. Why are you sure there won't be new significant resource impacts without a Supplemental EIS? 

environmental impacts from those analyzed in the Final EIS or represent significant new 
circumstances or information relevant to environmental concerns, and thus require the BLM to 
prepare a Supplemental EIS.  See Sections 1.1 and 1.2 of the EA.  Based on the analysis in 
Chapter 3 of the EA, the BLM has reached a Finding of No New Significant Impact.    

6 4 Adam 
Corrado 

Why weren't nearby overhead alternatives evaluated, such as paralleling or upgrading existing transmission lines that parallel the SunZia 
alignment roughly 20 miles north from Duran to Willard to Belen? That route would avoid the northern extension area altogether and would 
consolidate infrastructure in existing corridors. Selecting an underground option kills the potential for a superior overhead routing alternative. 

Analysis of new overhead alternatives is outside of the scope of the EA.   

6 5 Adam 
Corrado 

What are the plans for the hundreds of thousands of cubic yards of spoils from the trench excavation? The trenches appear to be filled with 
concrete afterwards. Hauling the spoils away would have a significant impact to the area, as would spreading the spoils across the landscape. 

Depending on soil characteristics, some of the excavated material could be used for backfill in the 
duct bank trenches. Excess rock and soil material would be used for fill where needed for road 
building, transition station pads, or other construction fill within the right-of-way for the 
underground segments or overhead  segments. The disposition of materials will be specified in the 
Plan of Development, and may also be used for  other purposes such as maintenance of existing 
county roads with permission of the counties, landowners, or other land management agencies as 
applicable. 

6 6 Adam 
Corrado 

Undergrounding enables SunZia to take a meandering southern then western route across WSMR rather than a shorter straighter path toward the 
Pinal Central endpoint. This would appear to ensure that SunZia can reach the area of the Willow substation, where SunZia's backers want to 
build the Bowie generation station, as every one of SunZia's studied routes goes through the Willow station. However, SunZia has indicated that 
Willow and Bowie are not connected actions. If they aren't connected actions, why can't/didn't BLM analyze shorter routes that don't go through 
Willow/Bowie? If they did, the undergrounding proposal would not be needed. SunZia's current plans don't require them to stop anywhere else 
in along the way in New Mexico, so there would be no reason for the long jog south. 

The Willow and Bowie substations are outside of the scope of the Mitigation Proposal EA.   

6 7 Adam 
Corrado 

What is the impact of hauling hundreds or thousands of truckloads of concrete from nearby towns? What is the impact of this new concrete 
production on local water supplies? 

It is anticipated that the contractors will be able to obtain concrete from a combination of sources 
including local concrete plants, portable batch plants, and volumetric mixers.  
 
The POD will include documentation of existing road conditions, a Transportation Management 
Plan, with a traffic control plan, and specifications for road maintenance and compliance 
monitoring to ensure that roads are returned to their pre-construction condition or better.  The 
Transportation Management Plan is outlined in Appendix A3 of the Draft POD (2012). Special use 
permits for road improvements would be obtained from the county(ies) in coordination with 
landowners and other stakeholders.  A map showing existing roads in the vicinity of the 
underground segments, and their level of improvement requirements, is now included in the EA 
(section 2.3.1) to indicate possible alternative construction access routes; final road use 
specifications will be identified in the POD. 
 
The estimated water use data has been added to section 3.5.4 of the EA. Production of the concrete 
would use an estimated 2.25 million gallons, or 6.9 acre feet (af). in total for the three underground 
segments. This could be compared to the annual local water use in Socorro County  (153,914 af) 
or Torrance County (62,638 af) in 2010. 

6 8 Adam 
Corrado 

Is there really no significant difference between undergrounding and overhead access roads, particularly with the amount, size and weight of the 
equipment needed in the construction phase and for the maintenance phase? 

The access roads required for either overhead or underground construction are similar although 
there will be an increase in the number of vehicle trips for the underground segments.  A 20-foot 
wide road surface would be maintained to the same standards. Maintenance for underground 
segments would require similar vehicles and equipment under a schedule similar to that of the 
overhead segments. 
More information describing access roads associated with the proposed underground segments and 
the similarity to access roads associated with overhead lines  was added to Section 2.3.1 and map, 
Fig. 2-8 of the EA. 

6 9 Adam 
Corrado 

It appears that much more heavy and light equipment (many dozens of pieces) will be added to the project to complete the undergrounding. Is 
there really no impact to the environment due to the use of this equipment? For example, has SunZia conducted studies on the increased 
emissions, potential danger to livestock, and the effect of the equipment on local geologic and seismic characteristics? 

Although some larger equipment would be needed, e.g., cable spool delivery truck, it can be 
accommodated on the roads used for access to the overhead segments of the Project. Impacts on 
emissions, livestock, and geologic and seismic characteristics have been reported in sections 3.15, 
3.10, and 3.3, respectively, in the EA. 

6 10 Adam 
Corrado 

What is the impact of the trenches to burrowing animals, such as reptiles or owls? Please see Response to Comment 4-6, above. 

6 11 Adam 
Corrado 

Because the trenches can't be micro-sited like above ground facilities, what is the additional impact to resources that are in the line of the 
trenches? For example, by trenching you will undoubtedly encounter below-surface cultural artifacts that weren't discovered by surveys, and 
would have been left undisturbed or avoided by above-ground alternatives that could be micro-sited. How many additional cultural sites will be 
impacted due to undergrounding? 

Standard Mitigation measures and SE Measure 8 are in place to minimize impacts on cultural 
resources.  Impacts on cultural resources associated with the Mitigation Proposal are addressed in 
Section 3.8 of the EA.   
 
While it is true that some archaeological sites in the Southwest are completely buried and have no 
surface indication, most manifest both on the surface and the subsurface of the ground. 
Professional archaeologists are expert at detecting archaeological sites on the surface and at 
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estimating subsurface potential based on the type of sites encountered and the environmental 
conditions that surround such a site, including the geomorphology.  BLM conducted a Class III 
survey associated with the Mitigation Proposal, providing information as to the sites on the 
surface, and information that is useful in determining potential underground sites.   Although 
under-grounding presents fewer opportunities for avoidance, avoidance of buried archaeological 
sites is not required under either the NEPA or the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), The 
EA has disclosed the possible impacts to these resources through NEPA, and through the NHPA, 
the adverse effects to these resources will be resolved through either avoidance, minimization or 
mitigation in accordance with the process set forth in the executed Programmatic Agreement (36 
CFR 800.6).  

6 12 Adam 
Corrado 

Trenching is incredibly dusty work. The EA doesn't appear to analyze the impact to air quality of the trenching, and dust mitigations appear to 
deal only with road watering. Why is this? 
- What will be the impact of the dust from trenching on the bird sanctuaries described in the EA?  
- What will be the impact of the dust from trenching on nearby facilities and residences?  
- What will be the impact of the additional dust on the WSMR mission?  
- What will be the impact of the dust on low level flight training in the area? 

Section 4.2.2.1 of the FEIS discusses defines significant impacts as follows, “A significant impact 
on air quality would occur if ambient concentrations resulting from mitigated Project emissions, 
when added to representative background concentrations of the subject pollutants due to all other 
sources, would exceed any national or state ambient air quality standard.”  As described in Section 
3.2.3 of the EA, there are no non-attainment areas within the vicinity of the Mitigation Proposal 
segments. 
 
As described in Section 4.2.2.5 of the Final EIS and 3.2.3 of the EA mitigation measures including 
dust suppression and speed controls would be used to limit particulate matter emissions during 
both the construction and operational phases of the Mitigation Proposal segments. In addition to 
standard and selective mitigation, other mitigation measures may be applied in accordance with 
dust control plans or permits approved by the various air quality control jurisdictions. 

6 13 Adam 
Corrado 

What are the different risks of fires between 500kV underground and overhead? What type of fire mitigation plan would be needed if fires 
occur? 

Section 3.7.3 of the EA describes that fire risks would be similar for the Mitigation Proposal as 
risks described in the Final EIS.  A Fire Protection Plan will be finalized as part of the POD.    

6 14 Adam 
Corrado 

Has the list of facilities required for undergrounding been completely scoped and studied? Will voltage control equipment be needed? How big 
will it be? Where will it be located? What are the impacts? How are those different than overhead? 

The complete description of all facilities associated with undergrounding is included in Section 2.2 
of the EA.   

7 1 Paul 
Krehbiel 

As far as I can determine, the mitigation EA does not address the issues raised in the protest letter concerning the effect of the proposed 
transmission lines on the operations and scientific studies being conducted at New Mexico Tech’s Langmuir Laboratory for Atmospheric 
Research. Mitigation measures 16 and 22 of Table 2-3 are standard (ST) measures based on electromagnetic field (EMF) and corona criteria 
which, as discussed in detail in the protest letter, greatly exceed levels required for the highly sensitive VHF and lower frequency 
electromagnetic field (EMF) measurements and studies being made at and around the nearby mountain-top Observatory. The proposed power 
line corridor passes right through the eastern half of several highly sensitive electromagnetic field lightning measurement networks, and will be 
in direct line of sight of similar measurements at the high-altitude observatory. 

Effects associated with the Mitigation Proposal on the operations and scientific studies being 
conducted at New Mexico Tech’s Langmuir laboratory are expected to be similar to those 
described in the Final EIS.  See Section 3.15 of the EA.   

7 2 Paul 
Krehbiel 

As described at the beginning of Section 2.7 on Mitigation in the EA, selective (SE) mitigation measures are appropriate to reduce potential 
impacts in specific locations. Yet none of the selective measures in Table 2-4 address the potential impacts of the EMF and corona effects on the 
Laboratories operations. Why has the issue not been addressed? 

Effects associated with the Mitigation Proposal on the operations and scientific studies being 
conducted at New Mexico Tech’s Langmuir laboratory are expected to be similar to those 
described in the Final EIS.  See Section 3.15 of the EA.   

8 1 FAR The EA contains a misleading statement that the Project would be constructed as a whole in a 2 to 3 year time period. The applicant’s 2009 
Notice of Intent (NOI) is found at http://www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/medialib/blm/nm/programs/more/lands_and_realty/sunzia/s 
unzia_docs.Par.38874.File.dat/SunZiaFRN.pdf This NOI makes it clear that the project would likely be constructed in phased segments, Also, 
there is no federally imposed contractual obligation for the applicant to complete all segments of the proposed project at any time in the future. 
However, in Section 3.2.4 of the subject EA, the BLM states that the Mitigation Proposal “...would be constructed within the same time frame as 
the entire SunZia Project, from 2 to 3 years.” 
This statement is misleading for two reasons. First, as stated by the Cascabel Working Group in their EA comments, this time frame does not 
allow for line testing and certification required for the manufacturing of buried Extra High Voltage (EHV) lines. However, this statement is even 
more misleading, because it states that the project would be completed as a whole, despite economic factors that will favor early construction of 
the Arizona route segments for development of natural gas generation to meet the high near-term demand of Arizona utilities. Those segments 
will provide the highest profit potential to investors on this proposed merchant line. If the western segments are completed and filled to 
transmission capacity (through federal open access policies) long before the far less economically feasible eastern segments of the project, wind 
resources near the eastern terminus may never dominate the energy mix of the project as a whole. There is a very high likelihood that the overall 
development of renewable resources forecast in the cumulative effects section of the final EIS will not come to fruition in the reasonably 
foreseeable future. Regulations associated with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) require that only reasonably foreseeable actions 
be considered in an EIS. 

The intent of the construction phasing plan is to use multiple contractors and/or spreads to 
complete the project within the specified timeframe.   
 
Testing and certification would be conducted prior to, or in parallel with construction activities 
within the same overall time period. (Also see response to comment no. 4-1, above.) 
 
Cumulative impacts have been analyzed to address reasonably foreseeable actions considered in 
the FEIS. and the EA for the Mitigation Proposal. 

8 2 FAR The EA contains no specific figures for the significant cost impacts of the Mitigation Proposal. While the contracted environmental firm, 
Environmental Planning Group (EPG), and the BLM went to great lengths to document the significant increase in construction costs associated 
with line burial in section 4.16 of the final EIS when making the case that line burial was not necessary or cost effective to avoid impacts to the 
Rio Grande avian migration corridor, no similar detailed analysis was provided in the subject EA when making the case that line burial would be 
economically feasible for mitigating future impacts to the White Sands Missile Range (WSMR) mission. This significant cost information is 
highly relevant, given that a merchant transmission project is so dependent upon economic factors. 

The scope of the EA is to analyze environmental impacts of the Mitigation Proposal, including 
socioeconomic impacts. It is the Applicant’s responsibility to determine the economic  feasibility 
of the Project in order to finance construction and operation.  According to the BLM NEPA 
Handbook, Section 6.6.3, consideration of whether an alternative is economically infeasible does 
not require cost-benefit analysis or speculation about an applicant’s cost and profits. 
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From the above referenced burial cost information in the final EIS, it can be assumed that burial costs for the Mitigation Proposal will exceed 
$300 million dollars, thus doubling the line construction cost of the subject line segment 1A2. This is an enormous increase in construction cost, 
and must be considered in an analysis of economic feasibility in the final EIS. 

8 3 FAR The EA contains no reference to the only relevant economic feasibility study submitted during the SunZia environmental review process. FAR 
and others have repeatedly submitted to the BLM the 2008 High Plains Express Transmission Project Feasibility Study Report (HPX Study): 
http://www.rmao.com/wtpp/HPX/HighPlainsExpress%20First%20Stage%20Feasibility%20Repor t%2006_08.pdf 
The relevant findings of this study were ignored in the draft EIS, dismissed in Appendix J of the final EIS, and never mentioned in the subject 
EA. Ignoring specific findings in a relevant economic feasibility study has caused this particularly federal environmental review process to 
become a renewable energy propaganda tool for the applicant rather than an objective analysis of cumulative effects based upon the most likely 
use of the proposed line(s). 
The HPX Study indicates that the Corona-to-Pinal segment of HPX, which essentially coincides with the current SunZia plan, had the highest 
projected transmission costs of all HPX segments considered (Table 7 on p. 30 and Figure 7 on p. 31), and these figures were based upon the 
assumption that all dual 500 kV lines could be constructed at an average cost of $1.5 million per linear mile, indicating all above-ground 
construction. Further, this Study appropriately indicated that line segments with only 40% line utilization would incur twice as much 
transmission cost per MW as line segments with 80% utilization. The projected line utilization on the subject SunZia 1A2 segment, based upon 
the BLM’s energy development forecast in the final EIS, would be closer to the 40% figure than the 80% figure. The HPX Study concluded that 
even if all EHV lines were built above ground, the so-called “wind first” segments of the HPX project would not be economically competitive 
unless there were a significant tax on carbon emissions (Figure 12 on p. 37). 
By doubling the line construction cost of SunZia segment 1A2, the economic feasibility of constructing and operating this line segment becomes 
an even more remote possibility than was described in the HPX Study. 
It has been a circumvention of NEPA for the oversight agency to ignore specific findings of a relevant economic feasibility study in the EIS and 
in the subsequent mitigation proposal EA. In order to protect the integrity of the NEPA process, a supplement to the SunZia EIS is necessary. 

The scope of the EA is to analyze environmental impacts of the Mitigation Proposal, including 
socioeconomic impacts. It is the Applicant’s responsibility to determine the economic  feasibility 
of the Project in order to finance construction and operation.  According to the BLM NEPA 
Handbook, Section 6.6.3, consideration of whether an alternative is economically infeasible does 
not require cost-benefit analysis or speculation about an applicant’s cost and profits. 

8 4 FAR The EA contains no discussion of the highly speculative nature of proposed SunZia route segment 1A2. By ignoring the specific findings of the 
only relevant economic feasibility study submitted during the SunZia NEPA process, the BLM has allowed the applicant to mislead the public 
and our elected representatives about the most likely long term effects of the project. The cumulative effects analysis in the final EIS was based 
upon an energy development forecast that was not supported by the HPX Study and which has now become an even more remote possibility 
with the addition of another $300 million in construction costs. NEPA regulations and relevant court decisions require that analyses in an EIS be 
only based upon reasonably foreseeable future actions, not upon unsupported speculation.   
Thus, a supplement to the EIS is necessary to consider not only the relevant findings of the HPX Study, but also the degree to which the 
significant increase in construction cost to segment 1A2 will affect the most likely energy development scenario and resultant cumulative 
effects.  

Please see response to comment no.  8-1 regarding cumulative impacts, and 8-2 regarding 
economic feasibility, above. 

8 5 FAR The EA does not consider the projected lack of a carbon emissions tax and other governmental supports for renewable energy development. In 
addition to the economic factors in the HPX Study that have been ignored by the federal oversight agency, there are also political factors that 
need to be taken into consideration. There is no indication that the recently elected federal legislative branch has any intention of imposing a 
carbon emissions tax, and there is no indication that the current Corporation Commission in Arizona has any intention of significantly increasing 
the renewable energy standards in the main destination state for SunZia’s power. A one-third billion dollar increase in construction cost for the 
SunZia 1A2 line segment is highly unlikely to be subsidized by any state or federal entity, as is the increased operation cost per MW on a low-
utilization long-distance EHV line.   
There is no reason to believe that these proposed transmission lines will transmit or promote the development of a higher proportion of 
renewable energy than any other new long distance EHV project in the Southwest. In the reasonably foreseeable future, there is an increasingly 
competitive energy market, a glut of natural gas resources, and very limited support for significantly increasing renewable energy development. 
The final EIS must be revised to reflect these conditions, both in its analyses of cumulative effects and of alternatives to the proposed project. 
The analysis of alternative should include sensitivity analyses, such as those described in the HPX Study. With such sensitivity analysis, it can 
be determined if combining two proposed projects along certain route segments could result in similar performance while reducing the overall 
costs and environmental impacts of both projects.  

The scope of the EA is to analyze environmental impacts of the Mitigation Proposal, including 
socioeconomic impacts. It is the Applicant’s responsibility to determine the economic  feasibility 
of the Project in order to finance construction and operation.  According to the BLM NEPA 
Handbook, Section 6.6.3, consideration of whether an alternative is economically infeasible does 
not require cost-benefit analysis or speculation about an applicant’s cost and profits. 

9 1 Frances 
Williams 

The Department of Interior agreed to consider four mitigation proposals  provided by the Department of Defense for this project.  However in 
response to the Environmental Assessment the Bureau of Land Management (BLM)stated that only one proposal would be addressed, i. e,  
burial of a portion of the power lines.  The other proposed mitigation  measures 2, 3, and 4 would not be addressed because they would not 
result in significant impact to the quality of the human environment, and therefore they are outside of this environmental assessment.  There is 
no explanation as to this conclusion was reached and by whom and if Department of Defense (DOD) was consulted, since they have a 
significant impact to the Army’s mission at White Sands Missile Range, (WSMR) New Mexico. 
 
It is recommended that DOD respond to mitigation measure 2, 3, and 4 so that their expertise and concerns can be considered in the decisions 
which come out of the Environmental Assessment (EA). 

Mitigation Measures 2, 3, and 4 would need to be agreed upon between DOD and the SunZia 
applicant and are outside of the scope of BLM’s NEPA process.  These mitigation measures would 
be incorporated into the ROD.  The DOD Siting Clearinghouse and WSMR are cooperating 
agencies and have been consulted throughout the EA process.  They have raised no concerns with 
Mitigation Measures 2, 3, and 4 being excluded from the EA.   

9 2 Frances 
Williams 

The BLM’s preferred alternative route was not the best route and has caused considerable controversy as to why this decision was reached, and 
who determined that this was the best route.  DOD, ranchers, private land owners have objected to this route and determined that the best and 
most preferable route would have been along highway 60, which would have had the least impact on the pristine land, cattle, water concerns, 

The selection of the BLM preferred route was documented in the FEIS, Section 2.3 - Alternatives. 
As discussed in this EA, the DOD concurred with BLM to include the Mitigation Proposal for the 
Project to be constructed on the preferred route and also address the impacts on the WSMR 
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disruption to wild life, bird sanctuaries and vegetation.  Did Sun Zia pick the route or did BLM make the decision the route chosen was the 
preferred route.  The information and comments received from many organizations, are not in agreement, and the public should have the right to 
know how this route was chosen and why.  The perception is that Sun Zia chose the routing of these lines, and this was rubber stamped by BLM.  
If considerable thought was given to which route should be used for these transmission lines there would not be this controversy about the 
BLM’s selection of the route.  Why was this route chosen which would interfere with the mission of WSMR, and therefore have an impact on 
national and international security as well as the adverse economic impact to this area.   

mission. 

9 3 Frances 
Williams 

While BLM is the only federal agency that manages land on which the mitigation proposal would require a right of way, the state of New 
Mexico and private land owners have property there as well.  Have these stakeholders been consulted and approval received from them.  It 
would appear that they would have to also approve this mitigation route.   

The BLM is deciding whether to grant a right-of-way across BLM-managed public lands.  The 
New Mexico State Land Office is a cooperating agency on the project and has been involved in the 
development of the EIS and the EA.  Both the NMSLO and private landowners would need to 
reach a separate agreement with the applicant on whether and under what conditions the 
transmission line could cross their land. 

9 4 Frances 
Williams 

Page 1-6, paragraph 1.5 states that meetings were held with stakeholders, who voiced concerns regarding their residences, ranching operations 
and DOD concerns.  Were these concerns listened to and were there modifications to the EA address those concerns and offer solutions?  Please 
provide the changes made to the EA which addressed these concerns.   

Several modifications were made to the EA in response to the questions and requests made by the 
public. For example, revisions were made in Chapter 2 to address the use of roads for construction 
and mitigation including blasting controls to be included in the Plan of Development. Additional 
information was provided on heat and EMF effects in Sections 3.10 and 3.15 of the EA.  
Additional impacts on economics impacts on the ranchers have been included in Section 3.13 to 
the EA.   

9 5 Frances 
Williams 

The burial of the transmission lines will still have an impact on WSMR’s mission because it would limit the scope of their testing.  The buried 
lines would result in the inability of WSMR to get a full array of the equipment being tested and could result in customers who use the range for 
testing to go elsewhere to perform their tests.  This is not only an impact on national defense and security, but would also have a deleterious 
impact economically.  While Sun Zia states that the building of these transmission lines would result in bringing in 2700 new jobs, they would 
be limited to the construction period of about 2 years.  The impact to WSMR could be the loss  of about 3000 high paying jobs and an economic 
loss of about $284 million dollars a year to the area.  New Mexico is 50th in the nation in poverty and cannot afford the loss of this revenue.   

Based on the letter received from DOD Secretary Chuck Hagel on May 27, 2014, DOD stated that 
it would withdraw its objections to the project if four specific mitigation measures (including 
burial of a portion of the transmission lines) was incorporated into the Record of Decision.  BLM 
has interpreted this letter to mean that any residual impacts after implementation of the Mitigation 
Proposal would be acceptable to DOD and WSMR.  WSMR is a cooperating agency on the project 
and has provided no information stating that jobs as WSMR would be lost associated with the 
burial of the transmission lines.  

9 6 Frances 
Williams 

The area where the cables are to be buried was not covered in the Environmental Impact Statement written by Sun Zia.  It would appear that 
instead of doing an EA which requires a lesser standard of proof than the EIS, that an EIS should be submitted to cover the area in which it is 
proposed to bury the cables. The EA states that in many areas, there would be a significant impact to the ground vegetation, migratory bird 
patterns, ranching operations, wildlife in the area, and water resources.   

The area where the cables are to be buried are along the Preferred Alternative Route 1A2 as 
analyzed in the Final EIS, and has therefore been covered in the Final EIS.  Differences based on 
burial are analyzed in the EA.  Significant new impacts are not expected.   

9 7 Frances 
Williams 

Reference page2-1, paragraph 2,1  -  The final plan of development (POD) would be approved by BLM prior to construction or surface 
disturbing activities on the right of way.  The US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWLS) has been provided the opportunity to input into this plan 
with regard to activities that will impact on their mission.  However, it does not appear that DOD will not be given the same opportunity to 
provide input with regard to the construction of the overhead transmission lines, the burial of the cables transmission cables, specifications for 
these cables lines, their operation and maintenance requirements, or inspections as needed or required.  These are all critical to the testing 
conducted at WSMR.  Who will provide the oversight while these cables are being laid to insure that they comport with the requirements for 
testing.  When problems arise with the buried cables, who will fix them, inspect them and insure that they can meet mission requirements?  Does 
Sun Zia have the expertise or does BLM have the expertise and manpower to address these problems? 

DoD and WSMR were cooperating agencies on the EIS.  The proposed ROW would only be 
granted on BLM-managed public lands.  Coordination will take place between the DOD and the 
project proponent during construction activity, as required as part of the Mitigation Proposal.   

9 8 Frances 
Williams 

The Stations for the eastern and central segments will be located on New Mexico state lands.  There is no mention of the State Land Office 
being involved in the approval cross these lands or their involvement in issuing the state permits which they are required to issue.  Do private 
land owners have to give their permission to cross their land?  These issues are not addressed in this EA and should be.   

The BLM is deciding whether to grant a right-of-way across BLM-managed public lands.  The 
New Mexico State Land Office is a cooperating agency on the project and has been involved in the 
development of the EIS and the EA.  Both the NMSLO and private landowners would need to 
reach a separate agreement with the applicant on whether and under what conditions the 
transmission line could cross their land. 

9 9 Frances 
Williams 

The construction for the burial of the transmission lines will have a severe impact on the land, water, vegetation, animal wildlife, cattle and other 
critters habitats, going into what is now a pristine area.  This will lead to the erosion of soils and disturb the ecology.  In reviewing the 
equipment to be used, i.e., 10,000 lb . forklifts, 50 ton cranes, boom trucks, drill rigs, tractor trailers which will haul hundreds of thousands of 
pound of material these will have a serious damaging effect on vegetation, animals and their food chain, and other unknown consequences as a 
result of this incursion.  While the EA states that these will be repaired it does not specify who or when, and is open ended as to how it will be 
reported, to whom, how long will it take to repair the damage and who will inspect to insure that these damages are addressed and fixed.  There 
appears to be no oversight during construction that Sun Zia will meet the requirements outlined in the EA, nor is there any enforcement 
mentioned in the EA.   

Impacts on the resources listed are included as part of the FEIS.  No new significant impacts to 
these resources are expected as part of the Mitigation Proposal.   
 
 
The BLM Authorized Officer is responsible for enforcement and oversight.  Section 2.4.12 of the 
Final EIS states “[t]he Compliance Inspection Contractor (CIC) would be responsible for the 
oversight of the implementation of these measures, to ensure that the Applicant and the 
construction contractor(s) meet the intent of the mitigation measures.” 
 
While the CIC contractor works to gather data for the BLM, the BLM retains sole discretion to 
enforce the conditions of the ROW.  
 
 
 

9 10 Frances 
Williams 

Table 2-1 lists twenty contractor managers and compliance officers who work for Sun Zia.  It appears that they will be managing the work going 
on at the sites, but there is no mention of any oversight by any other agency i. e., BLM or DOD that the work is being done in compliance with 
the requirements stipulated in the EA.  This is critical.  If Sun Zia is acting as its own enforcement agency, it is like having a weasel guarding 

Impacts on the resources listed are included as part of the FEIS.  No new significant impacts to 
these resources are expected as part of the Mitigation Proposal.   
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the chicken coop.  Someone should provide oversight over Sun Zia to insure that what they have committed to do in the EA is actually being 
done and taking steps to insure that they are complying with legal statutes and regulations.   

 
 Section 2.4.12 of the Final EIS states “[t]he Compliance Inspection Contractor (CIC) would be 
responsible for the oversight of the implementation of these measures, to ensure that the Applicant 
and the construction contractor(s) meet the intent of the mitigation measures.”   
While the CIC contractor works to gather data for the BLM, the BLM retains sole discretion to 
enforce the conditions of the ROW.  
  

9 11 Frances 
Williams 

BLM’s right of way grant to allow use of federal lands would be limited to fifty years.  How long will it be for New Mexico and privately held 
land, and what is the mechanism for granting this to these entities.? 

The BLM is deciding whether to grant a right-of-way across BLM-managed public lands.  The 
New Mexico State Land Office is a cooperating agency on the project and has been involved in the 
development of the EIS and the EA.  Both the NMSLO and private landowners would need to 
reach a separate agreement with the applicant on whether and under what conditions the 
transmission line could cross their land. 

9 12 Frances 
Williams 

Reference pages 2-20, 2-21, 2-22, 2-23, Mitigation measures 7, 8, 15, 16, 18, 21, 22, 25, 28.   
 
In each mitigation measure cited above there is no indication of who will provide oversight to insure these measures are executed, the time 
frame for fixing the problems, and who reports them.  For example, mitigation #7 states that construction holes left open overnight would be 
covered and fenced to prevent damage to wildlife or livestock.  If Sun Zia is responsible for this who will oversee this particular measure to 
insure that it is carried out? 
 
Mitigation measure #8 requires that in construction areas where grading is required by land owner or the BLM authorized officer, the land must 
be restored.  If the land owner or BLM reports it who will insure that this work is accomplished and in what time frame.  How is it reported, to 
whom specifically in Sun Zia.  The mitigation measures are too open ended, are not specific as to who it will be reported to or if there is 
oversight by some agency.  There is no indication of enforcement or oversight of Sun Zia.   
 
Reference page 3-15, paragraph 3.3.3, states that a detailed project reclamation plan would be developed to mitigate site specific resource 
impacts to aid in returning the land surface to a state close to its original condition.  Who prepares this, who approves it and who enforces it? 
 
Page 3-20, paragraph 3.5.3.2 -  The EA cites the possibility of damage to groundwater including contamination, accidental spills of 
environmentally harmful liquids, and that if these were to accrue action would be taken to repair and replace the damage.  Who would have 
oversight to insure that this was accomplished, and how would it be reported and to whom.  
 
Paragraph 3.6.3.1 – Who would restore the vegetation, who has oversight to insure that this was accomplished? 
 
Will Sun Zia pay for putting their transmission stations on BLM land.  Will this land be deeded to Sun Zia from the federal government.  Does 
New Mexico benefit in any way or are they paid when these are placed on state lands.  Will the landowners be paid for use of their lands? 
 
Paragraph 3.10.3  Mitigation proposal results -  Would ranchers be reimbursed for the loss of 111 acres of grazing land not available to them for 
grazing purposes during this period of construction? Will the public have access to the POD that describes the limitation of use and access to 
this area during the construction phase and limitations, if any after the construction is completed?  Who will provide oversight to insure that 
reseeding, cross drain installation for erosion control, placing water banks on the road and filling ditches will be accomplished during and after 
construction?   

The SunZia grantholder will be responsible for paying for all construction and restoration required 
for the project. 
 
The project reclamation plan is prepared by the grantholder; the BLM approves the plan; the BLM 
Authorized Officer is responsible for enforcement and oversight. 
 
Section 2.4.12 of the Final EIS states “[t]he Compliance Inspection Contractor (CIC) would be 
responsible for the oversight of the implementation of these measures, to ensure that the Applicant 
and the construction contractor(s) meet the intent of the mitigation measures.”   The BLM 
Authorized Officer is responsible for oversight of the CIC.     
 
While the CIC contractor works to gather data for the BLM, the BLM retains sole discretion to 
enforce the conditions of the ROW.  
 
Any project facilities, including transition  stations, located on BLM land would be included and 
paid for as part of the ROW grant.   
Ranchers would need to reach an agreement for reimbursement of loss of grazing lands within the 
ROW acquired by the project applicant on private lands.  Grazing would continue on BLM-
grazing allotments within the ROW, although there would be a loss of approximately 6 additional 
acres of permanently disturbed lands within the 3 mitigation proposal segments. 
 
The POD will be made available to the public when finalized. 

9 13 Frances 
Williams 

Paragraph 3.13.2 Final Environmental Impact Statement results. – Construction jobs generated during the building of this project are temporary 
and will disappear after the project is completed which is estimated to last about two years.  However, nothing is mentioned in the EA as to the 
possibility of the loss of permanent, high paying jobs at WSMR, Holloman Air Force Base and Ft. Bliss.  This could possibly be 2,000 to 3,000 
jobs with a possible loss of over $3 million per year. There is uncertainty as to how the burial of the cables will aftect the testing and data results 
at WSMR and also the impact to Holloman Air Force Base with regard to their mission.  While the burial of the lines was a compromise, it did 
not entirely solve the problem with regard to the impact of testing at WSMR and was a compromise driven by politics.   
 
Customers from all of our allied nations and other federal and DOD facilities test at WSMR.  Specific data is required to measure the success or 
failure of their testing. The burial of the cable lines could impact on their testing requirements, driving them to other facilities that could provide 
them data they need.  This will definitely have an impact on the workforce and the need for reduction.  At this point there is uncertainty and this 
is also having an effect on the morale of the workforce at these DOD installations.   
 
Loss of jobs would impact on tax revenues, which would be substantially reduced, businesses and the housing market.  New Mexico is 50th in 
the nation in poverty.  A financial hit caused by diminishing the mission of WSMR and Holloman Air Force Base, would be catastrophic for this 
state and this nation.  

Based on the letter received from DOD Secretary Chuck Hagel on May 27, 2014, DOD stated that 
it would withdraw its objections to the project if four specific mitigation measures (including 
burial of a portion of the transmission lines) was incorporated into the Record of Decision.  BLM 
has interpreted this letter to mean that any residual impacts after implementation of the Mitigation 
Proposal would be acceptable to DOD and WSMR.   

9  14 Frances 
Williams 

Paragraph 3.16 - Operations and Maintenance - Who will inspect the lines when they are damaged or have deteriorated and who will repair 
them.  Will Sun Zia’s employees be responsible for maintaining these transmission lines and the buried cable.  If the underground buried cable 

The SunZia grantholder will be responsible for paying for all construction and restoration required 
for the project. 
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lines are impacted in any way this could cause serious damage and delays to tests being conducted at WSMR, Holloman Air Force Base and Ft. 
Bliss.  

 
The BLM Authorized Officer is responsible for enforcement and oversight.  Section 2.4.12 of the 
Final EIS states “[t]he Compliance Inspection Contractor (CIC) would be responsible for the 
oversight of the implementation of these measures, to ensure that the Applicant and the 
construction contractor(s) meet the intent of the mitigation measures.”   The BLM Authorized 
Officer is responsible for oversight of the CIC.     
 
While the CIC contractor works to gather data for the BLM, the BLM retains sole discretion to 
enforce the conditions of the ROW.  
 
Part of the Mitigation Proposal requires coordination with WSMR during construction, operation, 
and maintenance of the project.  This will also be adopted as a condition of the ROW.   

9 15 Frances 
Williams 

Paragraph 3.17 – Cumulative Impacts -  The impact analysis does not consider other energy projects being developed in New Mexico.  Some 
areas which Sun Zia states they will cover are in the process of getting permits to build their lines, i. e. Southline which will have their lines 
adjacent to Sun Zia in Deming and Lordsburg.   

The cumulative impacts analysis in the Final EIS considers all other reasonably foreseeable energy 
projects that may have an effect.   
 
As stated in Section 3.17 of the EA, no new reasonably foreseeable actions were identified other 
than those previously analyzed in the Final EIS.   

10 1 Daniel Sais Why is the Plan of Development only approved by BLM and not the BLM and Stakeholders? The POD is a condition of the BLM Right-of-way, and  requires coordination with land owners. 
10 2 Daniel Sais It is imperative that no outside viruses or dieses are infringed upon the ranch. Will there be a biohazard plan similar to pig farms that will be 

approved by the rancher? If not what type of proposed mitigation would be imposed to prevent dieses and viruses? If there are no mitigations 
how will the rancher be compensated for something that could end a business? 

It is not foreseeable that any activities of the proposed action would expose cattle to diseases. 
Also, Standard Mitigation Measure 1 requires that the POD address construction and operation 
procedures to control the introduction of noxious weeds, and hazardous materials management.  
Compensation for impacts that cannot be mitigated will be considered as part of the POD. 

10 3 Daniel Sais Section 2.3.5 states that cables will be spliced in a vault. How will they be spliced? What type of connectors will be used? Will there be 
conductors in the vaults? What will be the affects (sic) on the environment of such products? What would be the SF6 levels of the new 
products? 

It is expected that the conductor connection would be made with a compression fitting or possibly 
an exothermic weld. No SF6 components are expected for the splicing of the conductor cables 
within the vaults. 

10 4 Daniel Sais What would be the combined SF6 levels of the transition stations and the splicers? SF6 breakers would likely be used in  two of the Transition Stations, T1 and T6,  and would be 
similar to the breakers in each of the  existing and proposed  substations for the SunZia Project.  
The SF6 pressure is monitored to ensure proper operation when needed and an alarm is sent if 
additional inspection is needed. Although a significant amount of SF6 leakage from  any of the 
breakers is unlikely, as stated in the FEIS (Air Quality section 4.2.2), the SF6 emission may be 
subject to a Notice of Intent and reporting requirements or annual emissions exceeding specified 
thresholds (in New Mexico, NMAC 20.2.73.200) and leak detection monitoring. 

10 5 Daniel Sais In section 2.3.7 talks about “alternative traffic routes, when direct traffic away from distinct work sites.” There are not any alternative routes in 
the area to have detours, only one way in and one way out. Could you be explained in detail how traffic is going to be handled? This is normally 
handled in the POD, however since there are not alternate routes what is the plan of action and what environmental effects will it have? 

The POD will include documentation of existing road conditions, a Traffic Control Plan, and 
specifications for road maintenance and compliance monitoring to ensure that roads are returned to 
their pre-construction condition or better. Special use permits for road improvements would be 
obtained from the county(ies) in coordination with landowners and other stakeholders.  A map 
showing existing roads in the vicinity of the underground segments, and their level of 
improvement requirements, is now included in the EA (section 2.3.1) to indicate possible 
alternative construction access routes; final road use specifications will be identified in the POD. 

10 6 Daniel Sais Section 2.3.9 States that if SunZia hires two contractor to work simultaneously there will be a maximum of 233 workers plus the final EIS states 
the same with a maximum of 844 workers on the overhead lines. This equals to a maximum of 1077 workers at one time. This is about 33% 
more that the average customer base of Walgreen’s drug store of 755 customers per day. Would say that construction of a new Walgreen’s 
would not need an EIS just an EA? In comparison to the SunZia project why would you do only an EA? 

The economic impact of the increase in the temporary construction workforce was described in the 
EA for the Mitigation Proposal, section 3.13, Social and Economic Conditions.  The analysis was 
based on the study that was included in the EIS that was completed for the SunZia Project in its 
entirety, and incorporated by reference in the EA.  

10 7 Daniel Sais In the United States there are no buried long distance 500kV lines. So, there are no points of reference or tests that have been done on this type 
of lines. In fact there is only on operational long distance underground 500kV line in the world and that is in a temperature-controlled tunnel. 
Wouldn’t this leave the potential effects an unknown, due to the availability of meaning data? Or would it pose a new circumstance to the 
project?  

Qualified estimates were made with best available information provided by product design and 
engineering models for smaller scale projects as well as 500 kV lines. The scale of construction for 
the SunZia underground segments is comparable to other linear projects such as large interstate 
pipelines. Assumptions regarding engineering design and operation variables based on these data 
were provided for the analysis.   

10d 8 Daniel Sais In Section 2.4.1 it states that an atmospheric test will be done before an employee enters a vault. There is obviously some type of hazardous 
emission. What would that be at a quantitative level? How will it affect the livestock, wildlife and biological resources around it? 

A vault is subject to the rules for working in confined spaces,  which require checking atmospheric 
levels. 
No gas emissions are expected from the underground cable system, and therefore no impacts to 
livestock, wildlife and other biological resources are likely to occur. 

10 
 

9 Daniel Sais The EA does not address the shelf life of this product such splicers, conductors, cable etc. What is the expect years of service of all products 
used before it needs to be replaced? What would be the destruction to replace these elements and how is it going to disrupt the ranching 
operation? Since, this has not been analyzed. How can BLM make a decision on the merits of the project with missing information? 
 
 

Additional information has been added to the EA in section 2.4. The typical life expectancy for a 
high voltage XLPE underground system is 40 to 50 years. Some components, such as the cable 
racking system in the splicing vault, could require earlier replacement. If cables are replaced, new 
cables would be pulled through the existing conduits from within the splicing vaults, and therefore 
minimize disruption to ranching operations. 
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Qualified estimates were made with best available information provided by product design and 
engineering models for smaller scale projects as well as 500 kV lines. The scale of construction for 
the SunZia underground segments is comparable to other linear projects such as large interstate 
pipelines. Assumptions regarding engineering design and operation variables based on these data 
were provided for the analysis.   

10 10 Daniel Sais Why doesn’t SunZia remove all foreign products placed in the ground and return the land back to it’s original state when decommissioning the 
project? 

Material associated with the operations and maintenance of the Project would be removed as part 
of the Decommissioning and Reclamation plan approved by the BLM Authorized Officer. 
Reclamation would include a return of natural processes to the land. Recovery of material that 
would not hinder the reclamation of the land could remain buried. Some removal of material could 
potentially result in increased impact associated with excavation.  

10 11 Daniel Sais The EA does not address how they are going to reclaim the land that lies under the transmission stations. How are they going to do that? Decommissioning of the right-of-way described in Section 2.4.4 of the EA.  All areas of 
permanent disturbance, including those under the transition stations, would be restored in 
accordance with a Termination and Reclamation plan approved by the BLM Authorized Officer. 

10 12 Daniel Sais As a stakeholder I am requesting the last paragraph, last sentence of 2.4.4 should read All areas… reclamation plan approved by the BLM 
officer and Landowner. 
 
 
Why would a no action alternative result in overhead lines? Wouldn’t a no action alternative be not constructing the line as a whole (overhead 
nor burial)? 
 

This section refers to decommissioning of the Project within the BLM right-of-way. Approval of 
decommissioning the Project on private lands would be a condition of any agreement on private 
lands between the landowner and SunZia. 
 
“No Action” would be to proceed with  the Project as described in the FEIS and the BLM 
preferred alternative. 

10 13 Daniel Sais Table 2-4 is for overhead lines; the issue at hand is underground. Why doesn’t that table in the EA address mitigation measures for the 
underground transmission line? 

All mitigation measures applicable to overhead transmission lines would also be applicable to 
underground transmission.  All applicable mitigation measures will be included in the ROD.   

10 14 Daniel Sais Although Air Quality has been assessed in the EIS. There has not been any analysis done on the underground portion in the EA. There are 6 
additional transition stations with a minimum of 80 connectors all the let out SF6 cause they leak all the time. What is the SF6 level for the 
burial Segments? What is the total SF6 level for the underground and overhead total including the transition stations? What would be the SF6 
level if a conductor or connector breaks? What would be the danger with the houses being so close to the transition station? 

The  underground cables and connectors would not contain any SF6 material.  
 
Please also see responses to comment no. 10-3 and 10-4, above, regarding Transition Stations. 

10 15 Daniel Sais 3.3.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results paragraph two sentence one stakeholders should be added after authorized agencies. The BLM is deciding whether to grant a right-of-way across BLM-managed public lands.  Private 
landowners would need to reach a separate agreement with the applicant on whether and under 
what conditions the transmission line could cross their land. 

10 16 Daniel Sais 3.3.3 Mitigation Proposal Assessment Results paragraph two sentence one stakeholders should be added after authorized agencies. The BLM is deciding whether to grant a right-of-way across BLM-managed public lands.  Private 
landowners would need to reach a separate agreement with the applicant on whether and under 
what conditions the transmission line could cross their land. 

10 17 Daniel Sais Paragraph 4 sentence one should have stakeholders should be part of the reclamation process and approve it along side the authorized agencies. As a condition of the right-of-way agreement between the individual landowners and SunZia, 
reclamation plans as well as other relevant mitigation measures specified in the POD can be 
included.  

10 18 Daniel Sais Paragraph 2 fails to point out that if the soils and ground resources are not replaced at the same level of materials and density the possibility of 
erosion is extremely high. Resulting to alteration to water drainage depriving some areas with a sufficient source of moisture. Could BLM 
address this issue with in detail? 

Paragraph 2 refers to mitigation measures SE 4 and SE 6, which would be addressed in the 
Transportation Management Plan and the Final POD. Erosion control mitigation measures are 
provided in Section 2.7 of the EA (e.g., Table 2-3, ST -8, referring to restoration to be 
implemented as required by the landowner or BLM.)  

10 19 Daniel Sais Section 3.3.4 points out that the three segments represents approximately 2% of sub route 1A2. Why doesn’t the EA point out the amount of 
permanent resource disrupted from the segments of the underground line is equivalent to the damage of 1163 miles of overhead lines jammed 
into five miles? Is double the length of the project significant? 

There are an additional 6 acres of permanent disturbance associated with the EA. 
Please see  the EA, Table 3-2., which includes a breakdown of the  estimated ground disturbance 
for the  Mitigation Proposal  (underground segments) compared to that of the Project described in 
the FEIS for overhead line construction.   

10 20 Daniel Sais Would a single project of 5 miles of underground 500kV lines require an EIS? Such a project is outside of the scope of this EA. A separate evaluation would be necessary for any 
new proposed project.   

10 21 Daniel Sais Section 3.5.3.1 overlooked the natural water lagoon that is 30 yards from the centerline of the Central portion of the burial. What would the 
Quantitative and qualitative effects of eliminating this lagoon on the wildlife, cattle grazing patterns, vegetation and underground water sources? 

MItigation measures have been provided to ensure that disturbance to surface water features or 
facilities are avoided. For example,  ST 19 states that “To the extent practical, structures would be 
sited with a minimum distance of 200 feet from stream banks.” Selective mitigation measures will 
also be applied to ensure that sensitive features are avoided. 

10 22 Daniel Sais This section fails to point out the difference between the mitigation proposal and the overhead line permanently distressing the land. Overhead 
land would have a total of 15,820 square foot of permanent distressed acres (12’ base) and the underground would have 3.69 million square feet 
of permanent distressed acres (including transition stations) in a 5-mile corridor. Why hasn’t this comparison been done? Is that a significant 
difference? 

There are an additional 6 acres of permanent disturbance associated with the EA. 
 
Please see  the EA, Table 3-2., which includes a breakdown of the  estimated ground disturbance 
for the  Mitigation Proposal  (underground segments) compared to that of the Project described in 
the FEIS for overhead line construction.   

10 23 Daniel Sais Needs to look at the financial effects the line posing on the surrounding business, this includes existing contracts and operation. Why hasn’t this 
been done? 

The results  of the social and economic analysis are provided in Section 3.13.3 of the EA. As 
summarized, direct and indirect effects to jobs and revenue would likely have the greatest impacts 
on the communities  in proximity to the Mitigation Proposal segments (i.e., Mountainair and 
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Socorro), due to the need for larger quantities of local resources and extended construction 
timeframes …” 

10 24 Daniel Sais The Draft EA has many assumptions by using phrases such as “it is not expected”, “we do not expect” to down play the issues at hand. In 
Addition, no data is included to support these statements. Will the Final EA have quantitative and qualitative information to support your 
arguments? 

Additional data has been provided where applicable in the Final EA, including information on 
mitigation to control blasting activities (section 2.3.2), roads used for construction access (2.3.1),  
effects on ranching operations (3.10), socioeconomics (3.1.3) and  electrical and magnetic effects 
(3.15). 

10 25 Daniel Sais Climate Change and Greenhouse Gas Emissions: The Draft EA skims over this issue. It does not provide quantitative information on the extent 
to which removal of mature trees and vegetation associated with the proposed mitigation would impact the ability of the areas units to provide 
carbon sequestration benefits. This mitigation removes many acres of trees and vegetation that will affect the sequestration of carbon and should 
be discussed and differentiated in the Draft EA in those terms. 

As stated in Section 3.17 of the EA “[o]verall potential ground disturbance associated with 
Subroute 1A2 of the BLM Preferred Alternative as described in the Final EIS when compared to 
Subroute 1A2 with the Mitigation Proposal yields an estimated increase of 1 percent of ground 
disturbance.”  The increase in ground disturbance and the associated removal of vegetation are 
within the range of effects to climate change described in the Final EIS, and would not constitute a 
new significant impact.  
 
Potential effects to climate change are described in the Final EIS Sections 3.2, 4.2 and 4.17.4.2.  
 

10 26 Daniel Sais Landslides, Flooding and Erosion: It is recommended that modeling of possible landslides and erosion are included in the Final EA. Please  also see the response to comment no. 18 regarding erosion control. The analysis of soil 
conditions and impacts in section 3.3.1.4 of the EA is based on the model of potential wind and 
water erosion, as described in the FEIS, Section 4.2.2.3. 

10 27 Daniel Sais The Draft EA should identify and area subject to flash floods where structures (above ground or underground) are likely to be placed, discuss 
the impacts of the project on the flood flows and demonstrate how flows will not be impeded and flood debris will not obstruct flows or result in 
scouring. 

Mitigation measures  and Best Management Practices will be applied to minimize the potential for 
placement of structures in flood-prone locations. 

10 28 Daniel Sais If pesticides will be used to manage vegetation, the Draft EA should disclose the projected quantities and types of chemicals to be used. The 
Draft EA should also describe post-construction activities and that will be required, such as surveying for invasive species following restoration 
of construction site and measures the will taken if infestations are found. 

The Final POD will include the Hazardous Materials Management Plan and Noxious Weed 
Management Plan. Outlines of these plans are included in the Draft POD. 

10 29 Daniel Sais The Draft EA includes a short discussion on climate change. The Draft EA focuses on GHG missions from the Overhead lines, rather than 
emissions associated with other components of the project. The proposed transmission line would cause GHG emissions, specifically during 
construction, operations, and maintenance. Power transformers and circuit breakers that use sulfur hexafluoride (SF6) pose a concern because 
this pollutant (1 ton SF6 is equivalent to approximately 23,900 tons of carbon dioxide (CO2)). During Operation, minor quantities of SF6 are 
likely to leak from equipment used in conjunction with the transmission line. Inspection and maintenance activities would also cause a small 
increase in GHG emissions. What are the GHG emissions associated with construction activities, SF6 equipment leaks, and maintenance 
activities for the proposed transmission line? 
 

Please see responses to comment no. 10-3, 10-4, and 10.14 regarding SF6 leakage. 

10 30 Daniel Sais The Draft EA concludes that air quality would not be considered irretrievably impact since cessation of activity at the facility at any time in the 
future would eliminate those emissions. Scientific literature, however, indicates that GHG emissions remain in the atmosphere for an extended 
period of time. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimates that about 50% of the CO2 increase will be removed within 30 years, 
and a further 30% will be removed within a few centuries. The remaining 205 may stay in the atmosphere for many thousands of years, SF6 
remains in the atmosphere for 3,200 years. Will the irretrievable impacts ever be eliminated that is released in the atmosphere? 

Please see responses to comment no. 10-3, 10-4, and 10.14 regarding SF6 leakage. 

10 31 Daniel Sais  This Draft EA is rated Environmental Concerns - Insufficient Information, due to the lack of sufficient information to determine the extent of 
direct, indirect and cumulative impacts to the resources of the US. Could BLM provide the supporting documents and data to support to support 
their findings? 

The EPA is not required to rate BLM EAs, and has not done so for this EA.   

10 32 Daniel Sais Due to the mitigation proposals BLM decided to conduct an Environmental Assessment for a project currently being studied under analyses in 
an Environmental Impact Statement.  Without, a Record of Decision BLM is violating multiple rules of the Council on Environmental Quality 
(CEQ). 

The EA was prepared to analyze the effects of the Mitigation Proposal and determine whether 
further study  is needed that would  require a supplemental EIS. The Record of Decision will be 
issued to document the findings and to make a final decision on the project. 

10 33 Daniel Sais First, the alternative of burying the line was eliminated from further analysis in the EIS primarily due to cost.  While speculative or options that 
could obviously result in the project to not move forward are not required to be part of the EIS analyses, clear explanation has to be given as to 
why these options will not be considered.  In the case of line burial the primary explanation was cost without full comparative analysis against 
all resources of concern. 
 
Conducting an EA to modify one route only allows the reviewer to evaluate the comparative merits of that single route and does not comply 
with the basic requirements of NEPA in allowing the reviewer and the decision maker for that fact, to evaluate the comparative merits of line 
burial as an alternative against all other alternatives.  
 
It is evident that burying the line was always a viable and reasonable alternative that the BLM arbitrarily decided to not fully analyze; this 
clearly supported by BLMs proposal to now conduct an EA for line burial on portions of a proposed segment to address unresolved resource 
conflicts.  This alternative should have always been part and included wholly in the EIS.  Not including the burial alternative wholly in the EIS 
will violoate CEQ regulations.  Section 1502.9(c) is very clear on this issue.   

The underground segments that were considered  and eliminated in the Final EIS were (1) a 
segment under the RIo Grande, and (2) burial of the complete  length  (30+ miles) of the route 
through the Northern Call-up Area. The underground segment under the Rio Grande would require 
extensive tunneling and potential disturbance of cultural resources and was considered infeasible. 
The Mitigation Proposal was formulated by agreement between the DOD and the DOI as a 
reduction in the length of the line to be buried through the Call-up area. 

10 34 Daniel Sais By attempting to modify a single route through an EA the BLM is acting as if a final decision has been made without issuance a Record of BLM utilized the EA to determine whether the effects of the Mitigation Proposal would differ 
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Decision or fully analyzing a relevant array of alternatives in a comparative manner.  The BLM cannot simply modify portions of alternatives 
outside the scope of the EIS analyses just enough to prejudice decisions.  Section 1502.2 of 40 CFR is clear on this issue. 

from those effects analyzed in the Final EIS, such that a supplemental EIS would be required. The 
Record of Decision will be issued to document the findings and to make a final decision on the 
project. 

10 35 Daniel Sais By not supplementing the EIS would be in violation of the BLM NEPA Handbook...Section 5.3 According to the CEQ NEPA Regulations (40 CFR 1501.3(b)), agencies may prepare an 
environmental assessment on any action at any time in order to assist agency planning and 
decisionmaking.  In this case, BLM is using this EA to determine whether the effects of the 
Mitigation Proposal would differ from those effects analyzed in the Final EIS, and thus require a 
Supplemental EIS.  

10 36 Daniel Sais BLM states that they are able to do an EA in pursuant to section 1501.3(b) [Agencies may prepare an environmental assessment on any action at 
any time in order to assist agency planning and decision-making].   
 
Response:  This would be used to help make a decision on an issue in the EIS.  There is not a proposed route in the EIS that has burial portions 
of the transmission line.  So, a ROD for the EIS based on the EA would be invalid without supplementing or amending the EIS.   

BLM utilized the EA to determine whether the effects of the Mitigation Proposal would differ 
from those effects analyzed in the Final EIS, such that a supplemental EIS would be required. The 
Record of Decision will be issued to document the findings and to make a final decision on the 
project. 

10 37 Daniel Sais Position two, in accordance with the CEQ NEPA regulations, an agency must supplement an EIS if “the agency make substantial changes in the 
proposed action that are relevant to environmental concerns” or there are “significant new circumstances or information relevant to 
environmental concerns and bearing on the proposed action or its impacts” (40 CFR 1502.9(c)(1)). 
 
Response.  The BLM preferred route has significantly changed pursuant to 40 CFR 1508.27 which states: 
 
1508.27 
Significantly as used in NEPA requires considerations of both context and intensity: 
(a) Context...in the case of a site-specific action, significance would usually depend upon the effects in the locale rather than in the world as a 
whole. Both short- and long-term effects are relevant. 
(b) Intensity refers to the severity of impact.  
(4) The degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment are likely to be highly controversial. 
(5) The degree to which the possible effects on the human environment are highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks. 
 
There is only one operational long distance underground 500kV transmission line in the world and that line is in a temperature controlled tunnel 
in Japan.  So, that line cannot be used as a point due to the fact that it is in a totally different circumstance than the proposed underground line of 
the SunZia project.  The effects on the human environment could be astronomical if a quantitative and qualitative study is not done on this line.  
In simple statement: the whole underground 500kV line is a big unknown. 

BLM utilized the EA to determine whether the effects of the Mitigation Proposal would differ 
from those effects analyzed in the Final EIS, such that a supplemental EIS would be required. The 
Record of Decision will be issued to document the findings and to make a final decision on the 
project. 
 
Qualified estimates were made with best available information provided by product design and 
engineering models for smaller scale projects as well as 500 kV lines. The scale of construction for 
the SunZia underground segments is comparable to other linear projects such as large interstate 
pipelines. Assumptions regarding engineering design and operation variables based on these data 
were provided for the analysis.   

10 38 Daniel Sais We argue that the BLM must analyze the burial alternative without prejudice as a viable and reasonable alternative in the EIS wholly, and not 
act as if they are modifying a final decision through an Environmental Assessment.  The public and the decision maker must have the 
opportunity to compare the merits of all alternatives equally.  While the decision maker does have the opportunity to select portions of all 
alternatives analyzed in the EIS to develop a final decision, nevertheless all reasonable alternatives must be analyzed wholly to allow the public 
and the decision maker an opportunity to equitably evaluate all alternatives comparative merits. 

Numerous alternatives were considered as part of the EIS.  No decision has been made on the 
project.  The EA considering the Mitigation Proposal is mitigation that BLM is considering 
applying to the Preferred Alternative Route that was analyzed in the Final EIS.   

11 1 John Sais The EA failed to address the Visual Resourses (3.9) :  the proposed 24’ foot road and required complete clearance of a swath of 250’+ needed 
for the road and the 4 trenches .  Plus the scenic mountains on the west side of the two homes will have to be blasted or bull dozed to allow for 
the excavation and new road.  Both the residential view and travel route views will be affected. A study will have to be made for the EA, as the 
EIS only addresses the towers, underground burial specs. All aspects of section 3.9 must be addressed plus superimposed pictures as per the 
transition stations. The area is adjacent to county road 127. Why was  this critical  environmental disturbance not addressed/  It must be a part of 
the EA. 
 
Why wasn’t the Ranch House of John Sais which is listed as a historic structure/property not acknowledged in the EA and classified? 
 The property is approx. ½ mile from BLM route.  The house  nor the wells,are indicated on the figure map 3-2 (Central Segment).,In which the 
legend indicates residential, agriculture, and key observation simulation points. The main  historical ranch home must be addressed and 
acknowledged both in text and in the map  to address the disturbance and impact the EA proposal will have on the central burial location. 

Visual impacts  were analyzed n Section 3.9 of the EA. Additional information was added with 
regard to foreground views as follows “.  Improvements to existing regional access roads, which 
could need improvements, or new access roads located within the transmission line right-of-way, 
as identified in Section 2.3.1, could increase visual impact to foreground views.”  
 
Visual simulations from critical viewpoints near the Central and Western segment  were prepared 
as part of the EA and included in Appendix A. 
 
The ranch house is described in the Class III cultural report as part of the Rayo community; 
however, the house is not listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Additionally, the 
house is located outside of the Class III survey area, and would not be directly affected by the 
Project.  Indirect effects of the Project on specific cultural resources will be identified through an 
indirect effects analysis as stipulated in the signed Programmatic Agreement. The indirect effects 
analysis will be completed prior to construction and will identify any mitigation to cultural 
resources that may be  required.  
 

11 2 John Sais The EA failed to address county road 127. This is the access road to the Central Transmission burial location. As stated in the EA, there is a 
requirement of a 24’ wide road plus 2’ of cut outs.  The county is allowed only 20’ right of way through private ( fee simple) lands. The County, 
by law, can be the only one to secure right  a away by condemnation along county roads. The EA process obligates that all contract, agreements, 
mining rights etc. be know and addressed. As indicated in the Socorro County Commissioners meeting Tues Dec. 23. 2014 the county was not 
involved nor even invited to any meeting or aspects in the EA process.  Nor were they advised of the requirements of the Project, nor asked of 
the adequatacy of the county road to withstand hundreds of concrete trucks,etc on a daily basis. Also the safety issue was not addressed in the 

As stated in section 2.3.1, a 20-foot wide roadway is sufficient for vehicle use on flat ground, and  
a major portion of the length of County Road 127 is adequate. Where needed,  a wider road 
easement could be obtained from the county(ies) as a temporary or special use permit. Prior to 
construction, the  (Socorro) County Road Superintendent would be consulted regarding traffic 
controls on county roads during preparation of the Transportation Management Plan for the Final 
POD. 
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EA with the on slot of daily heavy equip. on a   primarily rural road used for local ranchers. All this was completely ignored, other than a flat 
statement from Mickey Siegel (Project Manager EPD) stating “I feel the roads are adequate”.  This of course was ludicrous and created a burst 
of laughter as witnessed by Mark Mathews, Dave Goodman, Adrian Garcia  and all present. _-WHY WAS THIS HUGE OVER SITE NOT 
ADDRESSED AS REQUIRED? Health,liability feasibility, viability attainability all this must be addressed before any decision can be made. 
No access,no project plus the environmental disturbance to a widened road must be addressed., legislation appropriation, condemnation etc., 
etc., etc. The County Road Superintendent indicated he could legally, because of safety factors, restrict trucks for the project to, for example , 3-
4 trucks per day. 

11 3 John Sais Breach of Agreement: 
It is required by the NEPA process to address any preexisting Agreements, Contracts, Right of Ways, Mining, etc. that may affect the proposal 
or legally prohibit it. Agreements like, for example, the Sevilleta Wilderness restrictions agreement. 
It is well known that the Northern Extension Area or also referred to as the Northern Call up Area is in the 5 mile proposed underground burial 
location.  It is beyond belief that not one person in the EA analysis team from the EA Project Manager, NM BLM State Director, NEPA 
planning Coordinator, Socorro Field Office Manager has not inquired Or investigated who or what is the NORTHERN EXTENSION AREA/ 
NORTHERN CALL UP AREA  (NEA/NCUA} and the restrictions the 45+ year Evacuation Agreements encompass. 
 
History shows the NEA was created by the Evacuation Agreements which creates a buffer and safety area for WSMR/ARMY but gives them no 
proprietary rights. As stated in the EA, WSMR use of the Restricted Air Space does not give them any rights below 199 feet. And further, the 
Evac. Agreements restrictions are that WSMR/Army cannot interfere with the business, grazing, lifestyle other than the evacuation for their 
missions. Exceptions will be through individual Supplemental Agreements. The DOD/DOI Agreement is in violation of our present NEA 
Agreement that has been negotiated with over 80 ranchers and approved through the Secretary of Defense in its genesis over 45 years ago.  
Why haven’t the Evacuation Agreements been investigated and evaluated in the EIS nor the EA? Missed in the analysis is the Socio-Economics 
of any existing contracts. The Evacuation agreements have to be considered because we have a contractual agreements.  The EA would now be 
flawed without this analysis 

Impacts of this project on existing agreements is outside the scope of the analysis in this EA. 

11 4 John Sais Native American non participation in EA. 
 
The ancestrial site discovery, in the summer of 2014, on the proposed Western underground  burial  has created a problem in the EA NEPA 
process. As evidenced in the meeting of the all governor Tribal Council of New Mexico on Dec. 17, 2014 it was put on the agenda that the 
ancestrial site was discovered and no notfication was given to the tribal leaders. The EIS states that the Native Americans are cooperating 
Agency.  Yet they were not part of any of the EA process of the underground burial including the meeting of Dec. 10, 2014 in Socorro. Why 
were they excluded as evident from the agenda of the All Tribal Council Meeting ?  Congressman Pierce was at the meeting that the substance  
of the meeting can be verified. 
 
Let it be known, that the Council of Governors have approved a study of the site and a report has been complete. A “special interest” has been 
designated . When will this be addressed in the EA ?  The comment period for the EA during the holiday week and ending Sunday 28th does not 
allow for me nor any other agency to adequately address all ramifications of the EA including the isuue of Native Americans Rights as protected 
by legislation. I am formally requesting an extension of the Environmental  Assessment of Sunzia Southwest Transmission Underground burial 

Tribal consultation and participation in both the NEPA and NHPA processes is documented in the  
Final EIS. Tribes were notified of the purpose for EA . Although no tribes elected to be 
Cooperating Agencies under NEPA for this project, they have been notified of all milestones, and 
several in-person meetings have taken place, including an in-person update with the Pueblo of 
Isleta on October 6, 2014.   
 
Tribes are not notified of individual site discoveries; rather, they are provided with a full report of 
all sites found during an inventory. The reporting of the sites will occur if sites are discovered, 
when intensive surveys are conducted prior to construction, in accordance with the PA.  It has 
already been determined, however, that this particular site will be completely avoided by the  
proposed route for the Western Segment of the Mitigation Proposal due to  construction 
constraints and environmental conditions. 
 
The Isleta Pueblo Historic Preservation Department visited the historic site in question on 
December 22, 2014.  Based on the location of the Western segment of the Mitigation Proposal, it 
was determined that the distance between the northernmost edge of the site and the transmission 
line corridor was approximately 240 meters.  As a result, the Historic Preservation Department 
stated that the site would not be impacted by the proposed construction, and was satisfied with the 
Mitigation Proposal.   
 

11 5 John Sais Is the EA a mitigation ? The objectives of the Mitigation Proposal is to minimize impacts of the proposed SunZia projct on 
WSMR’s test and training missions in the NCUA.  The EA analyzes whether the changes 
associated with the Mitigation Proposal would result in substantially different environmental 
impacts from those analyzed in the Final EIS.  See Sections 1.1 and 1.2 of the EA.   

11 6 John Sais Can the BLM have a pre-decision based on SunZia concern of excessive cost.? No decision is being made as part of this EA.  Any decision will occur in the Record of Decision 
on the project.  

11 7 John Sais Without an Alternative will the Process go forward? The EIS contains numerous alternatives, and the EA analyzes both the proposed action and the no-
action alternative.   

11 8 John Sais Is this EA a methodology or a mitigation on the underground burial? The objectives of the Mitigation Proposal is to minimize impacts of the proposed SunZia projct on 
WSMR’s test and training missions in the NCUA.  The EA analyzes whether the changes 
associated with the Mitigation Proposal would result in substantially different environmental 
impacts from those analyzed in the Final EIS.  See Sections 1.1 and 1.2 of the EA.   
 
The EA will not make a decision on whether to approve the Mitigation Proposal as a condition of 
a right-of-way; a decision on whether to approve or deny a right-of-way for the Project, and 
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whether to include or exclude the Mitigation Proposal, will be included in a separate Record of 
Decision.  

11 9 John Sais If the BLM states that the underground burial does not pose a significant impact, why was it eliminated from the EIS? The underground segments that were considered  and eliminated in the Final EIS were (1) a 
segment under the RIo Grande, and (2) burial of the complete  length  (30+ miles) of the route 
through the Northern Call-up Area. The underground segment under the Rio Grande would require 
extensive tunneling and potential disturbance of cultural resources and was considered infeasible. 
The Mitigation Proposal was formulated by agreement between the DOD and the DOI as a 
reduction in the length of the line to be buried through the Call-up area. 

11 10 John Sais Why did BLM eliminate the premise to analyze the EIS as a whole? The Final EIS was prepared prior to the EA for the Mitigation Proposal, and analyzes the effects of 
the project as a whole.  The EA analyzes the differences in impacts associated with the Mitigation 
Proposal compared to those already analyzed in the Final EIS.   

11 11 John Sais Should BLM be analyzing the effects or the process of this EA proposal? The EA analyzes the effects of the changes to the BLM Preferred Alternative Route, and 
determines whether these changes result in substantially different environmental impacts from 
those analyzed in the Final EIS.  See Section 1.2 of the EA.   

11 12 John Sais What reason can BLM have to study the underground burial segmentally, if the BLM had no legitimate reason to consider it in the EIS? The underground segments that were considered  and eliminated in the Final EIS were  (1) a 
segment under the RIo Grande, and (2) burial of the complete  length  (30+ miles) of the route 
through the Northern Call-up Area. The underground segment under the Rio Grande would require 
extensive tunneling and potential disturbance of cultural resources and was considered infeasible. 
The Mitigation Proposal was formulated by agreement between the DOD and the DOI as a 
reduction in the length of the line to be buried through the Call-up area. 

11 13 John Sais The question is the reliability concerns and operational risks.  SunZia nor any other Corp in the US has attempted a project of this magnitude 
before.  What assurance if they get a lease right away from my private land that there would not be a catastrophic effect on my ranch?  Why has 
the EA not addressed the facts of so many unknown factors in the implementation of the project?  The impact on the business could be massive 
at any point of operation. 
 
 

The underground segments are anticipated to be generally more reliable, and would require less-
frequent repairs, than overhead lines. The underground transmission lines would be exposed less 
to weather-related events  such as lightning, high winds, and fires that can cause damage to 
overhead conductors and towers.  All SunZia facilities will be designed and constructed to meet  
National Electrical Safety Code (NESC), National Electric Reliability Council (NERC) and 
Western Electricity Coordinating Council (WECC) Standards established for 500kV transmission 
systems.  Assignment of risk and indemnification would be subject to the lease (easement) or other 
land acquisition agreement between the Project owner and landowner.  
 
Qualified estimates were made with best available information provided by product design and 
engineering models for smaller scale projects as well as 500 kV lines. The scale of construction for 
the SunZia underground segments is comparable to other linear projects such as large interstate 
pipelines. Assumptions regarding engineering design and operation variables based on these data 
were provided for the analysis.   

11 14 John Sais When a high-voltage transmission line “transitions” from overhead to underground, a transition station is required. These would appear similar 
to an electrical substation with large steel structures to hold high tension conductors, control house for line monitoring, protection equipment, 
terminations to connect the overhead conductors to the underground cable and security fencing around the perimeter. The typical transition 
station will cover between 3 acres. Whether the route is changed significantly or not, it still falls on Sais private property, potentially producing 
severe disruption of business interests.  Why wasn’t this addressed in detail in the EA?  It is necessary information for making a sound decision.  
I would like this in the EA as a stake holder in the process. 

Transition stations were included as part of the Mitigation Proposal and evaluated as part of the 
Environmental Assessment. Effects to ranching operations  are discussed in Sections 3.10.3 and 
3.13.3 of the EA. These include potential impacts to ranching facilities, herd movement, and 
quantifying  the potential reduction of grazing lands.  

11 15 John Sais All electric lines produce heat and therefore have a limit on the amount of power that they can carry. Underground lines cannot dissipate heat as 
well as overhead lines. Factors such as electrical insulation, type of surrounding soil, adjacent underground utilities and the depth of insulation 
all affect the wire’s ability to dissipate heat. New underground lines can have higher thermal ratings than outdated overhead lines there 
replacing; however, there is far less flexibility to make improvements as needed on underground lines. When lines are above ground, replacing 
wires or making other improvements can often be done without significant disruption. Failures on underground transmission lines however, 
when they occur, are extremely costly and time intensive to repair. Line outages can last up to a month or more as a result of the difficulty in 
determining the exact location that needs repair and logistics. This creates a problem for a rancher who must endure disruption of his business 
opportunities each time there is an outage or problem. So, the initial destruction of grazing is not simply a “one time occurrence. The possibility 
that the forage capacity will be disrupted numerous times over the years is a real problem.  This must be noted.  It will affect the environment as 
any repair will be disruptive.   
The combined requirements of extremely high reliability and good heat dissipation mean that as the power and voltage of a cable increase, so 
does its size and the complexity of construction works. It is realistic, in this remote area, that a significant portion of forage will be permanently 
destroyed.  Again, reliability concern.  I want this added to the EA as it is a real problem potential.   

The heat is dissipated through the ground, and would not result in any loss of forage capacity.  
Additional information has been added to Section 3.3.3 of the EA, as follows:  
Heat generated from underground extra-high voltage cables could increase soil temperatures 
around buried segment locations, resulting in more xeric conditions due to faster drying.  
However, contribution to drying beyond existing conditions in the region is expected to be too 
small to measure. However, surface temperatures due to increased local heating of the 
underground 500-kV cables can be expected to be minimal when compared to ambient conditions.  
The cables are also placed in conduits, surrounded by thermal backfill, which dissipates heat more 
efficiently. This special thermal backfill would be installed at least 4 feet below final returned 
grade. Very little heating is expected externally or internally at the concrete vaults, as the level of 
heating greatly depends on the power loading of the cables.  Undue power loading can be 
minimized by dividing current paths over each set of cables.  

11 16 John Sais While the SunZia project  indicates that a relatively small amount of private land will be affected on the Sais ranch, because of the amount of 
acreage required to graze a cow/ calf for a year, the loss of any grazing capacity is a serious threat to the ongoing operation of the ranch.Further, 
because all of the proposed routes will fall on the Sais Ranch private property, the ability to mitigate the damage is almost non-existent.  

It is acknowledged that the majority of the Central Segment  route crosses the Sais property, but 
the Eastern and Western Segments do not. MItigation will be effective to restore the majority of 
the grazing land following construction, as indicated in Chapter 3, Table 3-2., by using existing 
access and restoration following construction. 
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11 17 John Sais Overhead high voltage power lines are unsightly; in fact many people consider them ugly. They consist of tall grey metal towers; SunZia towers 

have proposed double circuit 500kV lines consisting of heavy dark power lines or cables hanging between these towers creating a blight on the 
landscape. Not only are the towers and lines unsightly, but they obstruct and detract from the many positive aspects of rural landscapes and 
scenery. Residents would be negatively impacted by the unsightly 500kV line, but tourists and visitors to the area would be confronted with 
these monstrous towers and lines for long distances if an overhead line was constructed in SunZia’s preferred or alternate route.  One must also 
add the complete removal of vegetation on the burial route with a permanent 24-30 foot road and it compounds the negative effects of both the 
burial lines, towers and transition stations.  Why didn’t the EA address this as a whole?  I wish to have this information in the EA showing 
cumulative and as a whole. 
 
On a cow/calf operation, the ability for the cow to produce sufficient milk to grow a calf is a serious issue. Farm investigations revealed that 
transient and harmonic voltages and currents were related to animal behavior, health, and milk production of dairy cows on 12 farms. In 2002 it 
was reported that behavior, health, and milk production of cows were impaired by transients and by the 3rd, 5th, 7th, and triplen harmonic 
electrical currents from utility power lines. Normally, in a ranching operation, EMF is not a problem however, because the buried transmission 
lines emit a considerable amount of heat and EMF the potential for harm is real. . There have been no studies done of the effect of EMF from 
underground high voltage transmission line on mother cows with calf. The possibility that mother cows will loaf on the buried transmission 
cable in the cold winter months because of heat emissions from underground cables is a real possibility. This increased exposure to EMF could 
result in impaired milk production of the mother cows reducing calf weaning weights, and impairing ranch profits.  This is compounded by the 
Transitions Stations which continually emits magnetic field.  Our profit and loss are dependent on the weight of the calves which are directly 
related to the amount of milk the mother cow produces.  The health both of the cow and calf is at stake.  This info should be in the EA.  Please 
include.  Why wasn’t this addressed before?  Mitigations?  Fence could be cinder block as suggested by Jessie Juen in our meeting ranch. 

The EA addresses the effects of the Mitigation Proposal, including the burial of three segments of 
the transmission line. Visual impacts are addressed in Section 3.9 of the EA, including a 
comparison between the effects of the underground segments and the overhead project alternative. 
The effects of vegetation removal for construction of the  roads, trenches, vaults, and transition 
stations is addressed as a whole in Chapter 3 of the EA with respect to biological resources (see 
section 3.6), visual resources (3.9), and grazing (3.10). Cumulative impacts have been addressed in 
section 3.17. The visual simulations provided in Appendix A were produced to show the 
vegetation removal for the roads and vaults in addition to the above -ground  structures. 
 
An analysis was conducted to estimate the potential electrical and magnetic field effects (EMF) for 
the underground segments, in comparison with the EMF effects of the  proposed overhead 
transmission lines. As stated in section 3.15.3 of the EA,  there would be no increase in EMF 
exposures to any residences. The analysis indicates that the exposure  at 1 meter above the vaults 
would be approximately 30 milligauss (mG) at the center, up to 95 mG  within the right-of-way, 
and decreasing to less than 10 mG  at a  point 80 feet from the centerline.The exposure at 1 meter 
above the duct banks (trenches) would be approximately 50 mG at the center, up to 190 mG  
within the right-of-way, and decreasing to less than 10 mG 85 feet from the centerline.   
 
The maximum potential exposure within the overhead transmission line right of way, including the 
transition stations for the Mitigation Proposal, would be approximately 500 mG.  (Also see Final 
EIS, Appendix K, Preliminary Corona and EMF Effects Study ) As cited in the Final EIS, Section 
15.3, the  reference levels for public exposure are 833 mG and 4,167 mG for occupational 
exposure, according to the International Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection  
(ICNIRP ).  Although reference levels have not been determined for livestock exposure to EMFs, 
the  potential impact to livestock would be well within the reference levels  for human exposure.  

11 18 John Sais Archeological and historical sites are protected resources. They are important and increasingly rare tools for learning about the past. They may 
also have religious significance. Transmission line construction and maintenance can damage sites by digging, crushing by heavy equipment, 
uprooting trees, exposing sites to erosion or the elements, or by making the sites more accessible to vandals. Impacts can occur wherever soils 
will be disturbed, at pole locations, or underground vaults, or where heavy equipment is used.  Native Americans are a Cooperating Agency as 
stated in the EIS.. They were not included in EA nor notified of the Ancestorial Site.  Why weren’t they? There was a Meeting of All Tribal 
Councils in New Mexico December 17, 2014 with Congressman Pierce as guest speaker.  The Sato Lee Ancestorial site was on the agenda.  Not 
one Tribal Council governor was notified by the BLM of the site.  To not include nor inform relevant cooperating agencies or purposely exclude 
can be a misdemeanor or felony if it relates to the Native American Indians.  Why were they not included?  Why were they not informed?  I 
wish to formally request an EIS on the EA burial.  The Native Americans have expressed a “special interest” because of the meeting 
information.  It appears that at least the ARPA 16U.S.C. 470aa-47mm enacted in October 31, 1979 has been violated. 

Tribal consultation and participation in both the NEPA and NHPA processes is documented in the  
Final EIS. Tribes were notified of the purpose for EA . Although no tribes elected to be 
Cooperating Agencies under NEPA for this project, they have been notified of all milestones, and 
several in-person meetings have taken place, including an in-person update with the Pueblo of 
Isleta on October 6, 2014.   
 
Tribes are not notified of individual site discoveries; rather, they are provided with a full report of 
all sites found during an inventory. The reporting of the sites will occur if sites are discovered, 
when intensive surveys are conducted prior to construction, in accordance with the PA.  It has 
already been determined, however, that this particular site will be completely avoided by the  
proposed route for the Western Segment of the Mitigation Proposal due to  construction 
constraints and environmental conditions. 
 
The Isleta Pueblo Historic Preservation Department visited the historic site in question on 
December 22, 2014.  Based on the location of the Western segment of the Mitigation Proposal, it 
was determined that the distance between the northernmost edge of the site and the transmission 
line corridor was approximately 240 meters.  As a result, the Historic Preservation Department 
stated that the site would not be impacted by the proposed construction, and was satisfied with the 
Mitigation Proposal.   

11 19 John Sais According to a study done by the Edison Siting & Environmental Planning Task Force overhead transmission lines have the potential to reduce 
the sales price of agricultural property. Impacts may be greatest immediately following construction of a new line (or a major increase in size in 
an older right-of-way), diminishing over time. The Sais Ranch has considerable private land along with BLM grazing allotments. The possibility 
that the private land values will be negatively impacted by the construction of both overhead and underground transmission lines is a real 
possibility. Plus, the SunZia line will be constructed on 1 1/3 miles on private land, 2 miles of BLM/State land.  Add 2 miles of underground, of 
which 1 ½ is on private, deeded land.  I wish to have this as part of the EA.  Why wasn’t the total effect of the project presented as a whole, as it 
is a total effect and cumulative.  

Text was modified in  Section 3.13.2, 3.13.3, and 3.13.4 to include additional information on the 
reasonably foreseeable impacts to property values.  
 
 

11 20 John Sais Trenching will allow more bare ground for wind erosion. Extra mitigation measures will be needed over what is in the EA. What are the 
mitigations for the ongoing operation of the Sais Ranch? 

Erosion control mitigation measures are provided in Section 2.7 of the EA (e.g., Table 2-3, ST -8, 
referring to restoration to be implemented as required by the landowner or BLM…)  Mitigation 
would apply to the entire Project, including additional areas affected by  trenching. 

11 21 John Sais What are the impacts of blasting of the fault lines to bury the lines on potential seismic activity? What are impacts to the buried lines from 
earthquakes? Why haven’t these issues have been studied. 
What are the impacts of the potential loss of productivity of 8 acres of private land on the local area? While only 8 acres is directly affected, 
what are the damages from not being able to graze forage in and around the construction itself? The potential for an entire pasture being 

Impacts associated with seismic activity are discussed in Section 3.3 of the EA.  No geological 
hazards were identified.  All of the facilities would be  designed and constructed according to site-
specific geotechnical conditions and seismic risk, and  would meet  applicable codes for 
construction and safety. 
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unavailable for grazing is a real possibility. This limitation to available grazing has a direct impact on ranch profitability. Impacts to grazing are discussed in Section 3.10 of the EA. 
11 22 John Sais What is the impact of blasting on the water wells that exist? These items have not been studied. Is there the potential of collapsing existing 

aquifers from blasting activities? The impact of overhead transmission was the only area studied in the EA. All my wells were not listed.  We 
are only ½ mile from the blasting.  Why were they not addressed?  Information on my wells were incomplete:  I have 2 wells at my home plus a 
well at Daniel’s house, and 1 1/3 mile from the Transition Station on my west side there is another well. 
The map (Figure 3-2 Central Segment) showing homes, etc and proximity to construction and structures etc. failed to put my home on the map.  
This flagrantly shows a lack of crucial information on showing the impacts on the ranch.  The home itself is listed as a historical site (Rayo).  
Another example of incomplete information in the EA. 

Clarification has been added regarding potential impacts of blasting, in Section 2.3.2 of the EA. As 
stated in Section 3.5.3.2 of the EA, the locations of wells have  been identified correctly within the 
study corridors; i.e., there are nine wells within 2 miles of the Mitigation Proposal segments.  
The map in Figure 3-2 shows two residences (coded as yellow circles) located along  County Road 
127  in T1N, R4E; these are believed to be owned by members of the Sais family and one of these 
is the “Rayo” house. Please see comment no. 11-1 regarding analysis of historic properties. 

11 23 John Sais The environmental assessment said that there were no endangered species of fauna or flora in the area. Why did they not consider the Todsens 
Penny Royal or Antelope in their assessment? 

As stated in Section 3.6.3.4 of the EA, intensive pedestrian surveys for the Todsen’s Pennyroyal 
were conducted in September 2014 in potentially suitable habitat on the Eastern and Central 
segments of the Mitigation Proposal.  No Todsen’s Pennyroyals were found; thus, no impacts to 
the species are anticipated and no mitigation would be necessary.  
 
In a letter in December 2014, USFWS sent BLM a letter stating that no further action was 
necessary on the Todsen’s Pennyroyal. 
 
Antelope are not an endangered species; impacts to antelope and other wildlife associated with the 
Mitigation Proposal are discussed in Section 3.6.3.3 of the EA.  

11 24 John Sais There was no investigation of possible interference with spiritual communications paths. The EA mentioned 16 new sites with only nine that 
would be impacted, but only slightly. The proposed underground transmission line path on the Sato Lee ranch is within 150 feet of an ancient 
Indian village. Because the site has not been excavated, there is no information as to how large it actually is, and whether or not a burial ground 
or other archaeological site exists in close proximity to the visible site.  Why was this info omitted? 

BLM’s Class III survey associated with the Mitigation Proposal determined that the line is not 
within 150’ of this ancient village site. Even if the site was in the path of the buried transmission 
line it would be premature to excavate it at this time. It would be irresponsible to excavate the site 
just to determine its size or whether any burial are present, especially since it will not be affected 
by the proposed project. Tribes are very sensitive about the disturbance of sites such as these, and 
especially sensitive about disturbing the graves of their ancestors.  
  
Spiritual communication interference from transmission lines was an issue identified by a tribe in 
Arizona. The BLM will continue to consult with the tribes to explore ways to mitigate such 
interference as the project continues. 

11 25 John Sais The ranch is currently in VRM class IV and scenery class B. The fact that it will be moving from class IV to III is significant. Transition stations 
will have high visual impact and be a permanent blight on the landscape.  The clearing of all trees and vegetation and a 24 foot, 2 mile road will 
have a very high negative impact from the homes and county road.  Why was this not addressed and with pictures as was the above ground 
lines? 
Grazing land impacts were on a system wide basis to show insignificant. But they failed to evaluate the impacts to the ranch which BLM is a 
minority owner. Comparatively the grazing loss to all available grazing land in Socorro district was calculated to be .0001% . However 17 acres 
out of 11,506 is equal to .0015%. 8 acres out of the Sais Ranch is calculated to be .002% of the total acres available. Losses are higher for each 
affected allotment; but they did not evaluate these impacts.  The closer the underground burial is to watering facilities the greater the impact to 
ranch business environment.  Why was this not referred to and mitigated? 
The impact to the ranch is more than just the loss of grazing. The disruption brought about by the construction itself and the potential need for 
frequent maintenance creates an untenable situation for the ranch owners. 
One study indicated lowered milk production in dairy cows that are exposed to EMF pulses. 

BLM does not make VRM classifications on private land.  On BLM managed lands, VRM IV is 
the least restrictive classification.  Areas of VRM IV along the project route will remain VRM IV.  
Visual impacts associated with the Mitigation Proposal are described in Section 3.9 of the EA.  
Visual impacts are expected to be less than for overhead structure.   
 
Impacts on ranching and socioeconomics are described in Section 3.10 and 3.13 of the EA.   

11 26 John Sais The cost for underground transmission lines can be more than 15 times greater than overhead lines. The possibility of ranching business 
disruption is much higher in underground lines because of the extended repair time and expense looking for breaks versus overhead lines.  
Request this be added to EA. 
 
Because of the lack of experience with high-voltage underground transmission lines there is no pertinent information concerning how much the 
soil is heated how much will need to be dissipated, and the effects on flora in the area with a ground is heated by the underground cables 
themselves. 

The underground segments are anticipated to be generally more reliable and would require less-
frequent repairs than  overhead lines. The underground transmission lines would be exposed less 
to weather-related events  such as lightning, high winds, and fires that can cause damage to 
overhead conductors and towers. 
 
 

12  1 David 
Soules 

Public Health and Safety:   The SunZia project involves 500 KV lines approved for 3,000 Megawatts of power transmission.  The BLM 
preferred alternative described lines suspended between towers from 100 - 175 feet tall, averaging 135 feet.  This implies that for overhead 
transmission all people and wildlife would be roughly 100 feet or more from the actual conducting wires.  The burial mitigation measure 
describes trenches that are 6.5 feet deep, with conductors located less than five feet below the surface.  Hence, the physical distance between 
both humans and wildlife and the high voltage conductors will be reduced from over 100 feet to approximately five feet for individuals standing 
directly over the buried transmission lines.  This change is of potential significance to public health and safety based on increased exposure to 
electromagnetic fields.  This can be particularly true for individuals with pacemakers.  
 
Specifically, Section 4.15 of the Final EIS states that for the OVERHEAD transmission lines, the reference levels for limiting exposure to 
electric fields are 8.33 kV/m for occupational exposure and 4.16 kV/m for general public exposure.  At the edge of the right of way the electric 
field levels are 2.6 kV/m and within the right of way the average field level is 5.6 kV/m.  This means that even for the OVERHEAD 

All SunZia facilities will be designed and constructed to meet  National Electrical Safety Code 
(NESC), National Electric Reliability Council (NERC) and Western Electricity Coordinating 
Council (WECC) Standards established for 500kV transmission systems.  
 
An analysis was conducted to estimate the potential electrical and magnetic field effects (EMF) for 
the underground segments, in comparison with the EMF effects of the  proposed overhead 
transmission lines. As stated in section 3.15.3 of the EA,  there would be no increase in EMF 
exposures to any residences. The analysis indicates that the exposure  at 1 meter above the vaults 
would be approximately 30 milligauss (mG) at the center, up to 95 mG  within the right-of-way, 
and decreasing to less than 10 mG  at a  point 80 feet from the centerline.The exposure at 1 meter 
above the duct banks (trenches) would be approximately 50 mG at the center, up to 190 mG  
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transmission lines the average electric field strength is HIGHER than the reference level for limiting general public exposure.  Similarly, the 
magnetic fields for OVERHEAD transmission may be as high as 496.6 mGauss, which also exceeds the general public reference levels.  Since 
both electric and magnetic field strength increase linearly with reduced distance to the source, the BURIED transmission lines may subject 
individuals to both electric and magnetic field strengths that are up to 20 times the levels of the OVERHEAD lines, which already exceed the 
reference standards for public exposure.  The unknown for the buried lines is the dielectric constant of the soil.  I found no reference to dielectric 
constants in the EA for the proposed burial, leading me to the conclusion that potential increased exposure to electric and magnetic fields was 
not adequately addressed in the EA.  This is clearly a difference between the Final EIS and the proposed buried mitigation proposal that is 
inconsistent with the claim of no significant impact within the FONNSI.  

within the right-of-way, and decreasing to less than 10 mG 85 feet from the centerline.   
 
The maximum potential exposure within the overhead transmission line right of way, including the 
transition stations for the Mitigation Proposal, would be approximately 500 mG.  (Also see Final 
EIS, Appendix K, Preliminary Corona and EMF Effects Study ) As cited in the Final EIS, Section 
15.3, the  reference levels for public exposure are 833 mG and 4,167 mG for occupational 
exposure, according to the International Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection  
(ICNIRP ).  Although reference levels have not been determined for livestock exposure to EMFs, 
the  potential impact to livestock would be well within the reference levels  for human exposure.  

12 2 David 
Soules 

Cultural Resources.  The Executive Summary of the Final EIS states "Intensive pedestrian inventories ...... will be conducted." (ES.4.7 )  The 
intent of the pedestrian inventories is to identify potential cultural and historic resources that might be affected by OVERHEAD transmission 
lines.  Many cultural resources are not visible from the surface.  The implication that excavation of five miles of four parallel trenches to a 
depth of roughly six feet requires no different consideration in terms of potential adverse impact to cultural and historic resources conflicts with 
current standards for archeological investigation and preservation.  In addition, Paragraph 3.8.4 of the SunZia Southwest Transmission Project 
Mitigation Proposal states "underground segments of the transmission lines would likely present fewer opportunities for avoidance of cultural 
resources".  Given that many cultural resources cannot be detected by pedestrian inventories, and underground transmission lines would present 
fewer opportunities for avoidance of cultural resources, the FONNSI statement of no significant impact is not supported. 

Standard Mitigation measures and SE Measure 8 are in place to minimize impacts on cultural 
resources.  Impacts on cultural resources associated with the Mitigation Proposal are addressed in 
Section 3.8 of the EA.   
 
While it is true that some archaeological sites in the Southwest are completely buried and have no 
surface indication, most manifest both on the surface and the subsurface of the ground. 
Professional archaeologists are expert at detecting archaeological sites on the surface and at 
estimating subsurface potential based on the type of sites encountered and the environmental 
conditions that surround such a site, including the geomorphology.  BLM conducted a Class III 
survey associated with the Mitigation Proposal, providing information as to the sites on the 
surface, and information that is useful in determining potential underground sites.   Although 
under-grounding presents fewer opportunities for avoidance, avoidance of buried archaeological 
sites is not required under either the NEPA or the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), The 
EA has disclosed the possible impacts to these resources through NEPA, and through the NHPA, 
the adverse effects to these resources will be resolved through either avoidance, minimization or 
mitigation in accordance with the process set forth in the executed Programmatic Agreement (36 
CFR 800.6).  

12 3 David 
Soules 

Paleontological Resources.  Paragraph ES.4.3 of the Final EIS states that "The loss of scientifically significant fossils and their contextual data is 
the primary concern regarding impacts to paleontological resources."  Since fossils are primarily contained within rock strata, it is reasonable to 
conclude there will be little disturbance by surface activity associated with overhead lines.  It is not reasonable to conclude that excavation of 
four trenches totaling 20 miles of excavation is the same as no excavation at all.  Again, the FONNSI claim of no significant new impact is not 
supported.  

As described in the FEIS Section 4.4 and shown on Figure M 4-1E of the Final EIS Map Volume 
potential impacts to paleontological resources would be low. The mitigation proposal segments are 
located within Potential Fossil Yield Classifications of Low and Moderate/undetermined areas.  
As stated in Section 4.4.2.3 of the Final EIS, “ the implementation of ST 24 (Table 2-10, Chapter 
2) would reduce any potential adverse impacts to paleontological resources to a low level. 
Mitigation would be applied based on sensitivity level and site-specific conditions, as explained in 
the [Paleontological Resource Treatment Plan] PRTP. Specific mitigation measures include 
paleontological surveys, personnel education, monitoring ground disturbance related to the 
Project, preparation and curation of fossils, and deposition of fossils in a paleontological 
repository.”  

12 4 David 
Soules 

Trenching Activity.  The EA for the proposed buried transmission line mitigation refers to large excavators, bulldozers with a ripping tooth, 
drills and rock hammers, and potential blasting activity to facilitate the required trench excavation when significant rock is encountered.  None 
of these are anticipated for the overhead lines.  These activities represent a significant difference associated with underground burial, and should 
be thoroughly addressed in the environmental assessment.  

To some extent, similar activities are necessary for the construction of access roads and 
foundations for overhead transmission line towers. Although certainly more excavation is required 
for underground line construction, the  impacts have been addressed in the EA and it was found 
that long-term impacts from construction of the underground segments would not be significantly 
greater.  Additional information on the trenching activity has been added to address the mitigation 
measures for blasting to be included in the Final POD.  

12 5 David 
Soules 

Seismic Activity.  According to the EA "All three Mitigation Proposal study corridors are within the Rio Grande Rift Physiographic Province.  
This rift is a zone of faults ....." and "The USGS considers the Rio Grande Valley between Socorro and Albuquerque to be the most seismically 
active area in New Mexico ....." .  The proposal to bury the transmission lines includes discussion of large conduits encased in high strength 
concrete that will house the transmission cables.  While overhead lines have an inherent ability to flex and sway during seismic events, buried 
rigid conduit encased in high strength concrete will be much more likely to sustain fracture damage during seismic events.  Discussion of the 
different susceptibility and resulting potential failure modes is absent in the EA and FONNSI for the buried portion of the transmission lines.  

Impacts associated with seismic activity are discussed in Section 3.3 of the EA.  No geological 
hazards were identified.  All of the facilities would be  designed and constructed according to site-
specific geotechnical conditions and seismic risk, and  would meet  applicable codes for 
construction and safety. 

12 6 David 
Soules 

Surface/Subsurface Physical Impacts.  The EA states that "Heat generated from underground extra-high voltage cables could increase soil 
temperatures around buried segments locations, resulting in more xeric conditions.  However, surface temperatures due to increased local 
heating of the underground 500-kV cables can be expected to be minimal when compared to ambient conditions.  The cables are also placed in 
conduits, surrounded by thermal backfill, which dissipates heat more effectively than.  This special thermal backfill would be installed at least 4 
feet below final returned grade.  Very little heating is expected externally or internally at the concrete vaults." 
The entire paragraph above is fraught with inconsistencies, unsubstantiated claims, and errors.  
         a.  The first sentence indicates soil temperatures could increase, but the last sentence says very little heating is expected.  Which is it?  
There are no calculations to support either of these statements.  Since the EA states that the burial could increase soil temperatures, this is clearly 
different than aerial transmission lines.  A more thorough analysis of the anticipated thermal effects is required.  It should involve actual 
calculations based on electrical resistance loss in the transmission lines and thermal characteristics of the concrete encasement, backfill 

a) Losses in the form of heat do occur during the operation of any transmission line. It has been 
calculated that the losses that would occur under full load would be about 5 watts per cable-foot, 
or 15 watts per one-foot of duct bank, and while the temperature of the surrounding soils would 
marginally increase as a result the heat dissipating, it is unlikely that any effects of this heat loss 
would be noticeable to a casual observer or affect vegetation. Calculations based on electrical 
resistance and thermal characteristics have been updated in the EA in Section 3.10.3. 
 
b) Thermally approved backfill provides for any inconsistencies in soil and as way to protect the 
conduit system from dig ins, etc.  Geotechnical studies will be completed and incorporated into the 
final design. Subject to the confirmation of the geotechnical results, it is anticipated that both 
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materials, and surrounding soils. 
         b.  The third sentence claims that thermal backfill dissipates heat more effectively than ???  The sentence actually ends without 
completion, and is therefore both grammatically and factually erroneous.  In fact, the thermal conductivity and thermal diffusivity of soil is 
highly variable depending on soil type, soil compaction and moisture content.  The actual drawings for the trenches in the EA indicate a layer of 
"thermally approved concrete" encasing the cable conduits.  (One might ask what "thermally approved" means.)  A later reference states "The 
conduits would then be backfilled, first with a high-strength thermal concrete encasement and then with a lower-strength thermal backfill 
(typically consisting of either a concrete slurry mix and/or specially-selected native soil depending on the geotechnical properties) to within 1 
foot of grade."  If there is potentially going to be up to 20 miles (five miles times four parallel trenches) of concrete just one foot below the 
surface, this has the potential to impact plants, animals, watercourses, drainage, in short, many aspects of the natural environment that would not 
be affected by overhead lines. 
         c.  Page 18 (also referred to as 2-4, paragraph 2.2.2) of the Environmental Assessment for the SunZia Southwest Transmission Project 
Mitigation Proposal states that "Temperatures due to increased local heating of the underground 500-kV cables would be expected to be 
minimal when compared to ambient conditions."  This statement is unfounded and presents multiple conflicts.  Unlike the paragraph above, 
which describes the effect on "surface temperatures" as being minimal when compared to ambient conditions, the actual EA refers to local 
heating in a generic sense, implying a difference between surface and subsurface conditions that warrant using special "thermal" materials.  
         d.  Page 23 (also referred to as 2-9, paragraph 2.3.3) of the EA states that the low-strength concrete slurry, also known as fluidized 
thermal backfill (FTB) will cover the duct bank to a minimum depth of 36 inches over the duct bank.  However, Figure 2-3 shows 3.5 feet of 
"thermally approved concrete" followed by what appears to be two feet of the "thermally approved backfill" and one foot of topsoil.   The 36 
inch depth of the FTB and the two foot depth in the figure are inconsistent.  Further, it is not at all clear how the backfill will work in areas 
rocky areas, or solid rock, or areas with significant slopes that are subject to erosion.  It seems entirely plausible, if not likely, that the proposed 
topsoil backfill will erode or wash away in certain areas, exposing the FTE or actual concrete encasement.  Long distance burial of super high 
voltage lines is not common, and these matters deserve better treatment than the superficial "expected to be minimal" type of assessment 
provided in the EA.  

concrete slurry and native soil may be used for backfill. 
 
c) Please see response to (a), above. 
 
d) Please see response to (b), above. 

12 7 David 
Soules 

The effects of electric and magnetic fields on plant and animal life are known as bioelectromagnetics.  There is no discussion in the EA for the 
buried transmission line that addresses the much larger electric and magnetic fields that may be encountered by all lifeforms that will be in much 
closer proximity to the buried transmission lines than the overhead lines.  

Section 3.15 of the EA analyzes impacts associated with EMF.  Impacts are expected to be similar 
with construction of the Mitigation Proposal as compared to the BLM Preferred Alternative as 
described in the Final EIS. 

12 8 David 
Soules 

There is no discussion of the potential effect that long exposed trenches will have on wildlife during construction.  Similarly, there is no 
discussion of four parallel rows of long covered trenches with very limited topsoil after construction.  

Section 2.3.2 of the EA discusses that trenching will be staged so that 600-800 linear feet of trench 
is open at any one time.  This will minimize impacts on wildlife.  Section 2.3.2 also includes a 
discussion of topsoil over the trenches. 

13 1 Tommy 
Lee 

NEPA rules 40 CFR 1500-1508 as stated at http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/planning/nepa/nepa.html that “EISs must highlight reasonable 
alternatives that would avoid or minimize adverse impacts or enhance the quality of the environment. They are used to inform decisions – not to 
justify already-made decisions”. The fact that the EA is being used to justify the EIS shows you have violated NEPA rules. 

According to the CEQ NEPA Regulations (40 CFR 1501.3(b), agencies may prepare an 
environmental assessment on any action at any time in order to assist agency planning and 
decisionmaking.  In this case, BLM is using this EA to determine whether changes associated with 
the Mitigation Proposal would result in substantially different environmental impacts from those 
analyzed in the Final EIS, requiring development of a Supplemental EIS.  The EA is not being 
used to justify the EIS.  See Sections 1.1 and 1.2 of the EA. 

13 2 Tommy 
Lee 

NEPA rules 40 CFR 1500-1508 as stated at http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/planning/nepa/nepa.html that “EISs must highlight reasonable 
alternatives that would avoid or minimize adverse impacts or enhance the quality of the environment. They are used to inform decisions – not to 
justify already-made decisions”. The fact that the EA states there is no significant impact shows you violated NEPA rules. 

If the analysis of the EA determines that the action will not have a significant effect on the human 
environment, an EIS is not necessary (40 CFR 1508.13).  In this case, BLM is using the EA to 
determine if new significant impacts exist beyond those already analyzed in the SunZia EIS.  BLM 
has reached a finding of no new significant impact, and therefore an EIS is not necessary and will 
not be prepared.  See Sections 1.1 and 1.2 of the EA. 

13 3 Tommy 
Lee 

The chart in H-1790-1 figure 1.1 shows the EA comes before the EIS. In doing these in reverse, you are violating the NEPA process. If the EA 
falls under section 5 of H-1790-1 the question #1 which states “Is the new proposed action a feature of, or essentially similar to, an alternative 
analyzed in the existing NEPA document(s)?” Since burial is not essentially similar to above ground power lines, the answer to this question 
must be NO. So, as H-1790-1 states “If you answer “no” to any of the above questions, a new EA or EIS must be prepared (516 DM 11.6).” To 
fail to prepare a new EA or EIS is a violation of the NEPA process. 

There is no requirement that an EA come before an EIS.  According to the CEQ NEPA 
Regulations (40 CFR 1501.3(b), agencies may prepare an environmental assessment on any action 
at any time in order to assist agency planning and decisionmaking.  In this case, BLM is using this 
EA to determine whether changes associated with the Mitigation Proposal would result in 
substantially different environmental impacts from those analyzed in the Final EIS, requiring 
development of a Supplemental EIS. BLM has reached a FONNSI, and therefore an EIS is not 
necessary and will not be prepared. See Sections 1.1 and 1.2 of the EA. 

13 4 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 under 5.2.2 it states “Tiering to the programmatic EIS would allow the preparation of an EA and FONSI for the individual action, 
so long as the remaining effects of the individual action are not significant. If there are new circumstances or information that would result in 
significant effects of an individual action not considered in the EIS, tiering to the EIS cannot provide the necessary analysis to support a FONSI 
for the individual action (see sections 7.1, Actions Requiring an EA, and 8.4.2, The Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI)).” So, with the 
discovery of the Native American Village the EA cannot be tiered to the EIS. These are new circumstances that warrant further investigation. To 
push to issue a FONSI is in direct violation of this section as is underlined above. 

The EA does not tier to the EIS, but rather the EA is a document used simply to determine whether 
BLM must supplement the FEIS.  The EA incorporates by reference analysis included in the EIS.  
This has been clarified in the EA.  Based on the analysis of the EA, and comparison to the EIS, no 
new significant impacts exist, and therefore, a finding of no new significant impact is appropriate. 
See Sections 1.1 and 1.2 of the EA. 
 

13 5 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 5.3 it states ““Supplementation” has a particular meaning in the NEPA context. The Supreme Court has explained that 
supplementation of an EIS is necessary only if there remains major Federal action to occur.” If the EA is a Supplement to the EIS then it is a 
violation of the NEPA process. There are no Federal Actions occurring on this project. 

The EA is not a Supplement to the EIS.  In this case, BLM is using this EA to determine whether 
changes associated with the Mitigation Proposal would result in substantially different 
environmental impacts from those analyzed in the Final EIS, requiring development of a 
Supplemental EIS. See Sections 1.1 and 1.2 of the EA. 

13 6 Tommy In H-1790-1 5.3.1 it state regarding Supplementation “New circumstances or information that trigger the need for supplementation might Burial of 500kV transmission lines is not a new technology.  The logistics and impacts associated 

http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/planning/nepa/nepa.html
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/planning/nepa/nepa.html
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/planning/nepa/nepa.html
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/planning/nepa/nepa.html
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Lee include the listing under the Endangered Species Act of a species that was not analyzed in the EIS; development of new technology that alters 
significant effects; or unanticipated actions or events that result in changed circumstances, rendering the cumulative effects analysis 
inadequate.” Since the technology with regard to line burial of this magnitude has not been tested, this should trigger further analysis. To fail to 
do so is a violation of NEPA. 

with burying the transmission lines associated with the Mitigation Proposal are described in 
Chapters 2 and 3 of the EA.   

13 7 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 5.3.1 it state regarding Supplementation “New circumstances or information that trigger the need for supplementation might 
include the listing under the Endangered Species Act of a species that was not analyzed in the EIS; development of new technology that alters 
significant effects; or unanticipated actions or events that result in changed circumstances, rendering the cumulative effects analysis 
inadequate.” Since the rediscovery of the Native American village and surrounding petroglyphs are changed circumstances, this should trigger 
further analysis. To fail to do so is a violation of NEPA 

The Native American village in question is described in Table 3-5 of the EA.  The Native 
American Village would  be avoided and therefore not be affected by construction of the Western 
Segment  as proposed.  
 
The Isleta Pueblo Historic Preservation Department visited the historic site in question on 
December 22, 2014.  Based on the location of the Western segment of the Mitigation Proposal, it 
was determined that the distance between the northernmost edge of the site and the transmission 
line corridor was approximately 240 meters.  As a result, the Historic Preservation Department 
stated that the site would not be impacted by the proposed construction, and was satisfied with the 
Mitigation Proposal.   

13 8 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 1.5 it states that “All actions approved or authorized by the BLM must conform to the existing land use plan where one exists”. The 
EA does not directly address this issue. This is not following the NEPA process. 

Section 1.4 of the EA describes conformance with the applicable Socorro RMP.  The Mitigation 
Proposal would not change or require plan amendments different from those identified and 
analyzed in the BLM Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS.   

13 9 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 it states “If you determine that the proposed action does not conform to the LUP, you may modify the proposal to conform, or 
consider a plan amendment to allow the action. In the case of externally-generated proposals, working with the applicant before submission of a 
proposed action to suggest modifications to their initial proposal may result in conformance with the LUP.” Then it states “When a proposal 
cannot be modified and does not warrant amendment of the LUP, drop the proposal.” The effects on the Stallion WSA were not addressed in the 
LUP. This is not following the NEPA process. 

Impacts to WSAs, including the Stallion WSA, are described in Section 3.12 of the EA.  Overall 
impacts on the Stallion WSA would be reduced as a result of the Mitigation Proposal.   

13 10 Tommy 
Lee 

The rush to have a ROD on this after the Native American village was identified is a violation of the H-1601-1 under coordination which states 
“ample opportunities for state, local, and Tribal government representatives to comment in the development of BLM’s RMPs” 

Tribal consultation and participation in both the NEPA and NHPA processes is documented in the  
Final EIS. Tribes were notified of the purpose for EA . Although no tribes elected to be 
Cooperating Agencies under NEPA for this project, they have been notified of all milestones, and 
several in-person meetings have taken place, including an in-person update with the Pueblo of 
Isleta on October 6, 2014.   
 
Tribes are not notified of individual site discoveries; rather, they are provided with a full report of 
all sites found during an inventory. The reporting of the sites will occur if sites are discovered, 
when intensive surveys are conducted prior to construction, in accordance with the PA.  It has 
already been determined, however, that this particular site will be completely avoided by the  
proposed route for the Western Segment of the Mitigation Proposal due to  construction 
constraints and environmental conditions. 
 
The Isleta Pueblo Historic Preservation Department visited the historic site in question on 
December 22, 2014.  Based on the location of the Western segment of the Mitigation Proposal, it 
was determined that the distance between the northernmost edge of the site and the transmission 
line corridor was approximately 240 meters.  As a result, the Historic Preservation Department 
stated that the site would not be impacted by the proposed construction, and was satisfied with the 
Mitigation Proposal.   

13 11 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 states “On split estate lands where the reserved Federal minerals are open to leasing or location (location is the act of staking a 
mining claim under the General Mining Law), the NEPA is triggered by an operator or mining claimant’s proposal to explore for or develop the 
subsurface resource. The BLM is responsible for NEPA compliance, and you must document effects on surface and subsurface resources.” This 
was not done. Simply stating that there would be no effect on groundwater is not documenting effects. This takes a geological analysis. This is a 
violation of the statute. 

Split-estate lands are not applicable to the Mitigation Proposal.  Based on the analysis of the 
geology and soils of the area, and determination of groundwater depth, impacts on groundwater 
were determined to be unlikely (Section 3.5.3.2 of the EA).  

13 12 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1states “On split estate lands where the reserved Federal minerals are open to leasing or location (location is the act of staking a 
mining claim under the General Mining Law), the NEPA is triggered by an operator or mining claimant’s proposal to explore for or develop the 
subsurface resource. The BLM is responsible for NEPA compliance, and you must document effects on surface and subsurface resources.” 
There was no analysis done on the effects of dynamite blasting near the Native American village and the surrounding petroglyphs. This is a 
violation of the statute. 

Split-estate lands are not applicable to the Mitigation Proposal.  The use of blasting during 
construction would be controlled according to mitigation measures. Additional information 
regarding these controls has been included in the EA, Section 2.3.2. The Native American Village 
would  be avoided and therefore not be affected by construction of the Western Segment  as 
proposed.  

13 13 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 refers to areas where there are split estates. In that section it refers to the BLM LUP handbook which states regarding cooperating 
agencies “When properly conducted, the lead agency/cooperating agency relationship provides mutual benefits. From the BLM’s perspective the 
goals of the cooperating agency relationship include: Gaining early and consistent involvement of key governmental partners.” The tribes were 
not consistently involved in the adjustment of the proposed line. This is a violation of both the BLM LUD and the NEPA process. 

Please see response to comment no. 13-10, above. 

13 14 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 6.6.1 it state “In determining the alternatives to be considered, the emphasis is on what is "reasonable" rather than on whether the 
proponent or applicant likes or is itself capable of implementing an alternative. “Reasonable alternatives include those that are practical or 
feasible from the technical and economic standpoint and using common sense, rather than simply desirable from the standpoint of the 

All alternatives analyzed in depth, in both the EIS and the EA, have been determined to be 
technically and economically feasible.   
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applicant.”” In most of the meetings with the ranchers of the Northern Extension the BLM representatives consistently stated that it was not 
their job to analyze Sun Zia’s business model. The handbook specifically states that they include alternatives that are practical and feasible 
rather than those desirable from the standpoint of the applicant. So, to not analyze the alternatives in depth is to fail to follow this NEPA 
procedure. 

13 15 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.1.2 it states “Use the best available science to support NEPA analyses,”. Since there was no available scientific analysis 
of the geology of the groundwater, this is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Analysis of the geology of the area and the effects on groundwater can be found in Sections 3.3 
and 3.5 of the EA.  The best available scientific information was used to support these 
conclusions. 

13 16 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.1.2 it states “Use the best available science to support NEPA analyses,”. Since there was no available scientific analysis 
of the effects of dynamite blasting in the area of the Native American village, this is a violation of the NEPA process. 

The use of blasting during construction would be controlled according to mitigation measures. 
Additional information regarding these controls has been included in the EA, Section 2.3.2. The 
Native American Village would  be avoided and therefore not be affected by construction of the 
Western Segment  as proposed.  
 
The Isleta Pueblo Historic Preservation Department visited the historic site in question on 
December 22, 2014.  Based on the location of the Western segment of the Mitigation Proposal, it 
was determined that the distance between the northernmost edge of the site and the transmission 
line corridor was approximately 240 meters.  As a result, the Historic Preservation Department 
stated that the site would not be impacted by the proposed construction, and was satisfied with the 
Mitigation Proposal.   

13 17 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.1.2 it states “Methodology: Your NEPA document must describe the analytical methodology sufficiently so that the 
reader can understand how the analysis was conducted and why the particular methodology was used (40 CFR 1502.24)”. Since there was no 
available methodology described with regard to the effects on the aquifer used for livestock wells, this is a violation of the NEPA process. 

The methodology used to support the analysis of effects on groundwater can be found in Section 
3.5.1 of the EA.   

13 18 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.1.2 it states “If there is substantial dispute over models, methodology, or data, you must recognize the opposing 
viewpoint(s) and explain the rationale for your choice of analysis”. You explained in our meetings that 9 water wells were analyzed but only 4 
had depth to water table data. Ranches said this fell well short of their concerns. So, there is a dispute over the methodology or data. You must 
provide a rational for this non-analysis. To fail to do so before issuing a FONSI is a violation of the NEPA process. 

BLM used the best available scientific information to support its analysis.  Depth to groundwater 
for four of the wells was unavailable.   

13 19 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.1.2 it states “You must also explain any assumptions made when information critical to the analysis was incomplete or 
unavailable (40 CFR 1502.22).” Since there many assumptions with regard to groundwater affects that were not supported by geological 
analysis, you need to provide explanations and assumptions that were made. To fail to do so is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Analysis of the geology of the area and the effects on groundwater can be found in Sections 3.3 
and 3.5 of the EA.  The best available scientific information was used to support these 
conclusions. 

13 20 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.1.2 it states “You must also explain any assumptions made when information critical to the analysis was incomplete or 
unavailable (40 CFR 1502.22).” Since there were no data supplied with regard to using dynamite near the Native American village and 
surrounding petroglyphs, you need to provide explanations and assumptions that were made. To fail to do so is a violation of the NEPA process. 

The use of blasting during construction would be controlled according to mitigation measures. 
Additional information regarding these controls has been included in the EA, Section 2.3.2. The 
Native American Village would  be avoided and therefore not be affected by construction of the 
Western Segment  as proposed.  
 
The Isleta Pueblo Historic Preservation Department visited the historic site in question on 
December 22, 2014.  Based on the location of the Western segment of the Mitigation Proposal, it 
was determined that the distance between the northernmost edge of the site and the transmission 
line corridor was approximately 240 meters.  As a result, the Historic Preservation Department 
stated that the site would not be impacted by the proposed construction, and was satisfied with the 
Mitigation Proposal.   

13 21 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.1.2 it states “Analytical assumptions may include any reasonably foreseeable development (RFD) scenarios for 
resources, such as RFDs for oil and gas development.” Since there were no analytical assumptions made with regard to ranches developing oil 
and gas resources that may lie underground you have violated the NEPA process. 

Neither the overhead transmission lines described in the EIS, nor the underground segments 
described in the Mitigation Proposal, are expected to have any impacts on oil and gas resources or 
development on Federal mineral estate.  As a result, impacts on oil and gas development were not 
analyzed.   

13 22 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.1.2 it states “Analytical assumptions may include any reasonably foreseeable development (RFD) scenarios for 
resources, such as RFDs for oil and gas development.” Oliver Lee express concern over the possible use of his land for renewable energy 
sources such as wind generators in the northern areas of his ranch where the line is supposed to traverse. Since there were no analytical 
assumptions made with regard to his developing renewable energy resources in that area, you have violated the NEPA process. 

A ROW would only be granted across federally-managed lands.  Any development on private 
lands is outside of the scope of BLM’s process. 

13 23 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.3.3 it states “In your analysis, you must consider other BLM actions, other Federal actions, and non-Federal (including 
private) actions (40 CFR 1508.7).” Again, Oliver Lee express concern over the possible use of his land for renewable energy sources such as 
wind generators in the northern areas of his ranch where the line is supposed to traverse. Since there were no analytical assumptions made with 
regard to his developing renewable energy resources in that area, you once again have violated the NEPA proces 

A ROW would only be granted across federally-managed lands.  Any development on private 
lands is outside of the scope of BLM’s process. 

13 24 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.2 it states “EAs and EISs must analyze and describe the direct effects and indirect effects of the proposed action and the 
alternatives on the quality of the human environment (40 CFR 1508.8). The value in requiring analysis of both direct and indirect effects is to 
make certain that no effects are overlooked.” The EA did not address the issue of members of the public using the easement roads. To fail to do 
so is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Additional information regarding the  indirect  impacts to public roads has been included in the 
EA in sections 2.3.1 and 3.10.3. Off-site access during construction would add additional 
vehicular traffic to regional public county roads or private ranch roads, as described in section 
2.3.1 of this EA. The additional road use would increase the level of dust emissions and create 
potential interference with ranching activities that require use of the roads. Mitigation measures 
would be effective to control dust, and coordination with ranchers or other residents would be an 
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important part of the Transportation Management Plan and Final POD to minimize impacts to 
ranching operation. 
 

13 25 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.2 it states “EAs and EISs must analyze and describe the direct effects and indirect effects of the proposed action and the 
alternatives on the quality of the human environment (40 CFR 1508.8). The value in requiring analysis of both direct and indirect effects is to 
make certain that no effects are overlooked.” The EA did not address the issue of liability of members of the public climb the towers. To fail to 
do so is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Transmission towers were analyzed in the EIS and are outside of the scope of the EA.  The 
transition stations analyzed in the EA would be surrounded by a fence (Section 2.2.4), and the 
vaults would be sealed for security (Section 2.3.4).  Any consideration of liability of private 
landowners is outside of the scope of BLM’s permitting process.   

13 26 Tommy 
Lee 

In the draft DRECP from the BLM website in section IV.22.2.1 it states “Federal and state regulations define project developers’ responsibilities 
for protecting critical infrastructure.” The EA did not address the issue of liability of members of the public climb the towers. Yet that section 
categorically states “Unauthorized or illegal access by the public trying to climb towers or open electrical panels could lead to injuries.” To fail 
to address this situation is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Transmission towers were analyzed in the EIS and are outside of the scope of the EA.  The 
transition stations analyzed in the EA would be surrounded by a fence (Section 2.2.4), and the 
vaults would be sealed for security (Section 2.3.4).  Any consideration of liability of private 
landowners is outside of the scope of BLM’s permitting process.   

13 27 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.3.3 it states “For example, the timeframe for economic effects may be much shorter than the timeframe for effects on 
vegetation structure and composition.” The EA did not address the issue of economic effects to the individual ranchers. To fail to do so is a 
violation of the NEPA process 

Economic effects, including effects on ranchers affected by the Mitigation Proposal, are described 
in Section 3.13 of the EA. 
 
Language has been added to the EA, Section 3.13.2 and 3.13.3, describing the analysis of 
economic impacts on individual ranchers.  A reduction of up to 10% is possible, as discussed in 
the Final EIS.    

13 28 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.3.4 it states “You must include reasonably foreseeable future actions within the geographic scope and the timeframe of 
the analysis (40 CFR 1508.7).” The EA did not address the foreseeable issue of the public climbing the towers. To fail to do so is a violation of 
the NEPA process. 

Transmission towers were analyzed in the EIS and are outside of the scope of the EA.  The 
transition stations analyzed in the EA would be surrounded by a fence (Section 2.2.4), and the 
vaults would be sealed for security (Section 2.3.4).  Any consideration of liability of private 
landowners is outside of the scope of BLM’s permitting process.   

13 29 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.4 it states “Mitigation measures can be applied to reduce or eliminate adverse effects to biological, physical, 
or socioeconomic resources.” The EA did not address the socioeconomic resources. To fail to do so is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Socioeconomic impacts are described in Section 3.13 of the EA.   

13 30 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.4 it states “Mitigation may be used to reduce or avoid adverse impacts, whether or not they are significant in nature.” 
While the EA admitted “Impacts to BLM lands managed for grazing would be directly impacted by the proposed Project as described in the 
Final EIS. Construction of the BLM preferred alternative would result in the loss of approximately 0.0001 percent of available grazing land in 
the BLM Socorro Field Office area.” The EA did not include mitigation for this loss. To fail to do so is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Standard Mitigation Measures 1-9 are in place to minimize impacts to ranch facilities and 
operations (Section 3.10.3). 

13 31 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.4 it states “Mitigation may be used to reduce or avoid adverse impacts, whether or not they are significant in nature.” 
While the EA admitted “Impacts to New Mexico state grazing lands would include a reduction of approximately 0.0002 percent from state trust 
lands in Socorro County and 0.00006 percent from state trust lands in Torrance County.” The EA did not include mitigation for this loss. To fail 
to do so is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Standard Mitigation Measures 1-9 are in place to minimize impacts to ranch facilities and 
operations (Section 3.10.3). 

13 32 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.4 it states “Mitigation may be used to reduce or avoid adverse impacts, whether or not they are significant in nature.” 
While the EA admitted “Link E101b crosses 1.1 miles of a right-of-way avoidance area managed for VRM Class II visual resources. The 
proposed BLM preferred plan amendment alternative as identified in the Final EIS is a 400-foot-wide corridor, which would result in 
approximately 53 acres removed from right-of-way avoidance management in the Socorro RMP.” The EA did not include mitigation for this 
loss. To fail to do so is a violation of the NEPA process. 

The proposed plan amendment would not be changed as a result of the Mitigation Proposal 
(Section 1.4).  This impact has already been analyzed as part of the EIS.   

13 33 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 6.8.4 it states “In an EIS, all “relevant, reasonable mitigation measures that could improve the project are to be 
identified,” even if they are outside the jurisdiction of the agency (see Question 19b, CEQ, Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ's 
NEPA Regulations, March 23, 1981).” The BLM repeatedly said any negotiations with regard to private land easements, liabilities and 
compensation were between Sun Zia and individual land owners. To fail to address these issues is a violation of the NEPA process. 

BLM’s authority is limited to granting or denying the proposed right-of-way across public lands 
administered by the BLM.  Any negotiations between the SunZia applicant and individual land 
owners are outside of the scope of BLM’s authority and the NEPA process. 

13 34 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 8.1 it states “The CEQ has advised agencies to keep EAs to no more than approximately 10-15 pages (Question 36a, CEQ, 
Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ's NEPA Regulations, March 23, 1981).” The BLM issued a 108 page EA. This is obviously an 
attempt to justify the problematic EIS or to avoid reworking the EIS. That is why that same section states “Carefully consider complex proposals 
and the criteria for when an EIS may be appropriate (see Chapter 7, Determining Whether an EA or an EIS is Appropriate), rather than 
proceeding with a lengthy EA just to avoid the EIS process.” To fail to follow these guidelines is a violation of the NEPA process. 

The length of the EA includes content relating to all potentially affected resources associated with 
the Mitigation Proposal, attempts to address resource related issues raised by stakeholders, and 
compares the impacts of those issues to those previously analyzed in the existing project EIS.  
Because the analysis found that no new significant impacts exist, a Supplemental EIS is not 
necessary and will not be developed.   

13 35 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 8.3.7 it states “The EA must list tribes, individuals, organizations, and agencies consulted (40 CFR 1508.9(b)).” No tribes 
were listed in the EA. To fail to follow these guidelines is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Please see response to comment no. 13-10, above. 

13 36 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 8.3.8 it states “We recommend that you provide a list of the specialists who prepared the EA and their area of expertise.” It 
was requested by the ranches to have the names of geologists that conducted tests on the effects of groundwater and the effects to livestock 
wells. This was never provided. To fail to follow these guidelines is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Michael Pasenko from EPG was responsible for the preparation of the geology section of the EA, 
and is included in Table 5-2 of the EA.  

13 37 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 8.4.2 it states “• EA analysis shows that the action would have no significant effects beyond those already analyzed in an 
EIS to which the EA is tiered (see section 5.2.2, Tiering). You may find that your action has significant effects and still reach a FONSI, provided 
that those significant effects were fully analyzed in the EIS to which your EA tiered (see section 5.2.2, Tiering).” The effects to the Native 
American village, local ranchers operations, and the economic impacts were not fully anylized. To fail to follow these guidelines is a violation of 
the NEPA process. 

Effects to cultural resources, including the Native American village in question, local ranching 
operations, and economic impacts have been fully analyzed in both the EIS and the EA.  See 
Sections 3.8, 3.10, and 3.13 of the EA and Sections 4.8, 4.10, and 4.13 of the Final EIS.   

13 38 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 9.1.3 it states “Invite participation from affected Federal, State, local, and tribal organizations and interested persons.” From 
our discussions with the Isleta Pueblo council, they were not consulted. This is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Section 9.1.3 of the BLM NEPA Handbook is specific to the scoping process associated with an 
EIS.  Affected federal, state, local, and tribal organizations and interested persons were invited to 
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participate in the three rounds of scoping on the EIS that occurred in 2009 and 2010.  See Section 
5.2 of the Final EIS.  
 
The Isleta Pueblo Historic Preservation Department visited the historic site in question on 
December 22, 2014.  Based on the location of the Western segment of the Mitigation Proposal, it 
was determined that the distance between the northernmost edge of the site and the transmission 
line corridor was approximately 240 meters.  As a result, the Historic Preservation Department 
stated that the site would not be impacted by the proposed construction, and was satisfied with the 
Mitigation Proposal.   

13 39 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 9.2.9 it states “We recommend that you quantify the effects analysis as much as possible and describe effects in terms of 
their context, duration, and intensity.” There was not an analysis on the effects on private land owners or those who have BLM permits. This is a 
violation of the NEPA process. 

Effects were quantified as much as possible, including quantitative impacts on permanent 
disturbance (EA Table 3-2) and impacts on grazing lands (EA Table 3-6).  In addition, analysis 
done in the Final EIS Section 4.13.4.5 has been added to Section 3.13.2 of the EA to quantify the 
reduction in property values associated with high-voltage transmission lines. 

13 40 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 9.2.9 it states “The degree of analysis devoted to each alternative in the EIS is to be substantially similar to that devoted to 
the “proposed action.” Section 1502.14 is titled “Alternatives including the proposed action” to reflect such comparable treatment. Section 
1502.14(b) specifically requires “substantial treatment” in the EIS of each alternative including the proposed action.” There was 
not substantially similar analysis on the other alternatives. This is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Consideration of alternatives in the EIS is outside of the scope of the EA.  

13 41 Tommy 
Lee 

In H-1790-1 section 9.2.10.2 it states “The EIS must include a list of individuals, including names and qualifications, primarily responsible for 
preparing the document or significant supporting reports (40 CFR 1502.10(h) and 40 CFR 1502.17).” It was obvious from reading the  EA that 
Sun Zia personnel had helped prepare this document. They were not listed. This is a violation of the NEPA process. 

Although SunZia personnel did provide information to be used in the analysis, they were not 
involved in the preparation of the EA.  The comprehensive list of preparers and reviewers of the 
EA is listed in Chapter 5 of the EA.   

13 42 Tommy 
Lee 

We found a court case that states the following: “Appellant contends that, although BLM recognized that the Project would likely result in a 
dramatic drawdown of the local groundwater supply affecting neighboring landowners, it violated section 102(2) (C) of NEPA by failing to 
consider the adverse economic impacts to these landowners and the local economy before deciding to approve the Project. (SOR at 9.)” 
Therefore, to fail to consider the economic impact to the private landowners is in violation of the law. 

Section 3.13 of the EA describes the impacts on the landowners and the local economy.   

13 43 Tommy 
Lee 

We found that in the Lower Bois d’Arc Reservoir EIS Scoping Report it stated “Things the USACE sees [being covered in the EIS] include, but 
are not necessarily limited to: the magnitude of the project; its impacts on landowners and livelihoods.” Therefore, to fail to consider the 
economic impact to the private landowners is in violation of the law. 

Section 3.13 of the EA describes the impacts on the landowners and the local economy.   

13 44 Tommy 
Lee 

In the State of Oregon’s Scoping Comments for the LNG Development Company LLC and Oregon Pipeline, it was stated that the “Geologic 
Risk: Acknowledgment of accurate assessment of seismic region; recommended independent technical peer review on the geotechnical and 
seismic reports etc. including liquefaction.”  The EA did not consider these risks.   

Section 3.3 of the EA describes geological impacts and hazards, including seismicity.   

14 1 Socorro 
County 
Board of 
Commissio
ners 

The Board respectfully requests that BLM expand its assessment to include critical criteria which has not been analyzed in depth.  This criteria 
would include but is not limited to: 
 
A review of the impact of the proposed construction project on Socorro County Roads. Section 3.10.3 of the EA identifies increased use during 
construction as a factor, however there is no independent analysis of the increased liability, maintenance cost or whether or not the rights of way 
are compatible with or even allow for construction traffic. The increased use of county roads may place a significant financial, legal and public 
safety burden(s) on the County and should be considered pursuant to 40 CFR 1508.27 (b)(2) & (10). 

The Final  POD will include documentation of existing road conditions, a Transportation 
Management Plan, with a traffic control plan, and specifications for road maintenance and 
compliance monitoring to ensure that roads are returned to their pre-construction condition or 
better.  The Transportation Management Plan is outlined in Appendix A3 of the Draft POD 
(2012). Special use permits for road improvements would be obtained from the county in 
coordination with landowners and other stakeholders.  A map showing existing roads in the 
vicinity of the underground segments, and their level of improvement requirements, is now 
included in the EA (section 2.3.1) to indicate possible alternative construction access routes; final 
road use specifications will be identified in the POD. 

14 2 Socorro 
County 
Board of 
Commissio
ners 

The Board respectfully requests that BLM expand its assessment to include critical criteria which has not been analyzed in depth.  This criteria 
would include but is not limited to: 
 
Consideration of the overall cost benefit analysis of the “buried” alternative. 

According to CEQ NEPA Regulations, for purposes of complying with NEPA, “the weighing of 
the merits and drawbacks of the various alternatives need not be displayed in a monetary cost-
benefit analysis and should not be when there are important qualitative considerations.”  The EA 
in this case does indicate and analyze impacts to resources and other factors associated with the 
Mitigation Proposal. 

14 3 Socorro 
County 
Board of 
Commissio
ners 

Although both the County of Socorro and County of Torrance were not included as cooperating agencies (See, EA § 1.3) both counties have 
jurisdiction by law and special expertise that would be effected by the Mitigation Proposal address in the EA. (See, § 3.10.1.1) Accordingly, the 
BLM should consult the County while making it assessment on the burden of the County’s roads and other criteria. 

Socorro County was not a cooperating agency on the EIS for the SunZia project.  BLM did not 
invite new cooperating agencies for the EA that did not participate as cooperating agencies on the 
EIS.  This is because the Mitigation Proposal did not affect a different land area than those areas 
already analyzed in the Final EIS.  Although Socorro County is not a cooperating agency on the 
EA, concerns on roads and other issues have been addressed.   

14 4 Socorro 
County 
Board of 
Commissio
ners 

Lastly, the Board requests that the BLM extend the public comment period on the EA & FONNSI for an additional 60 days so that residents of 
the County may have a more full and fair opportunity to review and comment on the extensive document(s). 

BLM declines to extend the comment period; however, any additional comments received will be 
considered before the signing of a Record of Decision on the project. 

15 1 Oliver Lee Why were Socorro County and the Tribal Council not included in the participating agencies? Neither Socorro County nor the Tribal Council were cooperating agencies on the EIS for the 
SunZia project.  BLM did not invite new cooperating agencies for the EA that did not participate 
as cooperating agencies on the EIS.   
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15 2 Oliver Lee County Road 8127 has an easement of 20 feet. To widen the road would require legal action in the form of condemnation. If due process is not 

taken in this regard, then the county would be assuming liability for any future legal action(s) due to their not maintaining the road in a safe and 
sound manner. There is no assessment of this in the EA. Why not? 

As stated in section 2.3.1, a 20-foot wide roadway is sufficient for vehicle use on flat ground, and  
a major portion of the length of County Road 127 is adequate. Where needed,  a wider road 
easement could be obtained from the county(ies) as a temporary or special use permit. Prior to 
construction, the  (Socorro) County Road Superintendent would be consulted regarding traffic 
controls on county roads during preparation of the Transportation Management Plan for the Final 
POD. 

15 3 Oliver Lee As part of the impact statement process, it is required that Economic Costs are addressed. In the original EIS, you outrightly ignored costs to the 
individual property owner. In the case of the EA there will be a dramatic change as far as economic costs on private lands between the use of 
towers and power line burial. This would have an overall impact on the value of the ranches as a whole. 
 
NEPA requires an assessment of economic impacts. No distinction is made for size of impact. Why wasn't this addressed in the EA? 

Economic impacts are analyzed in Section 3.13 of the EA and Section 4.13 of the Final EIS.  
Based on the comparison of impacts between the Mitigation Proposal and the analysis in the Final 
EIS, impacts are expected to be similar, and could result in a reduction of property values of up to 
10%. 

15 4 Oliver Lee Did you anticipate or even think about the disruption to ranching operations which would be caused during any construction phase? Impacts on ranch facilities and operations are discussed in Section 3.10.3 of the EA.  Standard 
mitigation measures 1-9 will be applied to minimize impact on these operations. 

15 5 Oliver Lee Following are facts based on a recent study done in Canada on the cost of burying power line cables. 
 
• Using these figures from that study, the Sun Zia power line burial would cost $388 million for the actual burial plus the associated transition 
structures. 
• The study also found that to bury the line as described in the assessment would take almost four years. 
 
Why did you not address these issues in the EA? 
 
In the original EIS, the Highway 60 route was rejected primarily due to cost. In light of these figures from the Canadian study, that route would 
be considerably cheaper. Was a comparison made of the cost differential? 

The scope of the EA is to analyze environmental impacts of the Mitigation Proposal, including 
socioeconomic impacts. It is the Applicant’s responsibility to determine the economic  feasibility 
of the Project in order to finance construction and operation.  According to the BLM NEPA 
Handbook, Section 6.6.3, consideration of whether an alternative is economically infeasible does 
not require cost-benefit analysis or speculation about an applicant’s cost and profits. 
 
The route along Highway 60 was not rejected due to cost; rather, it was eliminated because it 
would be inconsistent with BLM, USFWS, and Forest Service land management policies (see 
Section 2.3.3.1 of the Final EIS).  

15 6 Oliver Lee In your letter of November 28, 2014 you included a letter regarding finding no significant impact on FONNSI. The deadline for comment was 
not until December 28, 2014. This indicated that a decision was already reached without all of the evidence having been studied first or 
comments considered. 

An unsigned FONNSI was included with the EA in order to allow the public an opportunity to 
review BLM’s preliminary findings.  Releasing an unsigned FONNSI is consistent with BLM 
guidance (BLM NEPA Handbook, Section 8.4.2), and is not predecisional. 

15 7 Oliver Lee In the Northern extension area of WSMR there are contracts with each landowner for compensation for the disruption of business. For WSMR 
to agree to additional disruptions over and above normal military operations is a violation of those contracts. 
 
The BLM is also constrained by court rulings that state that as long as the permittee was in compliance with his permit, the BLM could not 
allow interference with that operation. 
 
Did you explore the legal consequences of your actions from the permittee's point of view? 
 
Due to the enormous increase in cost of the power line burial (some $300 million), the increased liability and cost to Socorro County, the 
additional legal problems created, as well as the problems with the tribes to reach an agreement on how the Native American site must be 
handled, the only conclusion to be reached is to find that there is in fact, a significant impact and therefore the whole EIS needs to be redone. 

Any agreements between private landowners and WSMR are outside of BLM’s scope of analysis.  
The proposed ROW is solely on BLM-managed public lands. 
 
Based on the analysis in the EA, there are no new significant impacts associated with the 
Mitigation Proposal as compared to the Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS.  As a result, a 
FONNSI is appropriate. 

16 1 WSMR The EA does not disclose sufficient detail regarding BLM's proposed line burial action to make it possible for WSMR to determine what the 
action's impacts will be on its military mission and associated operations. Accordingly, WSMR is not able to assess any possible facility 
damage, mission disruption, and associated costs from BLM's action, and is not able to make plans to prevent, avoid, and minimize the resulting 
damage, disruption, and costs. In order to be useful as a tool to inform WSMR's planning and decision-making processes, the EA must disclose 
sufficient information regarding BLM's proposed action. Of particular importance would be detailed information (i.e., location, dimensions, 
materials, construction) regarding the roads which SunZia will have to construct (or expand) to provide ingress and egress to and from the area 
for the large vehicles which will be necessary to haul construction materials and equipment for the line burial operation. Sufficient information 
is currently available to perform this analysis and important to inform the decision at hand. 

Additional information has been included in section 3.10 of the EA.  The Mitigation Proposal was 
developed to minimize impacts to WSMR’s military mission, and associated operations. The 
burial of 5 miles of the transmission line route within three segments located in the NCUA would 
meet the objectives of the Mitigation Proposal and effectively prevent, avoid, or minimize any 
potential damages to the Project facilities. In addition, the DoD’s Mitigation Proposal requires 
“procedures to allow for unimpeded testing to occur during construction and maintenance of the 
power lines.” The mitigation measures identified in section 2.7 of this EA, and the Final POD, 
would be effective in achieving these objectives. As stated in section 2.3.1 of this EA, regional 
roads will be used and maintained to county standards sufficient for construction and maintenance 
of Project facilities. In particular, the Transportation Management Plan will be developed in 
cooperation with WSMR, county highway departments, and other stakeholders to schedule vehicle 
and equipment movements in a manner that would minimize disruption to WSMR’s testing 
activities as well as ranching operations in the affected areas of the NCUA. 
 

16 2 WSMR At the 10 December 2014 stakeholders' meeting in Socorro, BLM agreed to provide further clarification regarding four items not adequately 
addressed in response to the Department of Army coordinated comments. These four included: (1 ) purpose and need; (2) road construction; (3) 
blasting; and ( 4) selected mitigations specific to burial (items 16, 22, 24 on the comment matrix). 

Sections 1.1 and 1.2 have been updated to better explain the objectives  and decisions to be made 
in the EA. Additional information regarding road construction, blasting, and mitigation has been 
added to section 2.3 in the EA. 
 
Clarification has been added to Section 2.7 regarding the development of Selective Mitigation 
measures.  

16 3 WSMR Messrs. Lee and Sais made clear at the 10 December meeting that BLM's EA lacks the quantitative and qualitative assessment of the likely Analysis to the resources in question is included  in Chapter 3 of the EA.  Based on input received 
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actual impacts from the proposed action on environmental receptors (particularly the categories of soil, geology, groundwater, surface water, 
wildlife, vegetation, livestock (grazing), socio-economics, 
and cultural resources) necessary to make it possible to determine whether the impacts are significant or not. WSMR has concerns similar to 
those the ranchers have expressed. 
 
If WSMR's concerns are not satisfied, WSMR would not be able to adopt BLM's environmental impact analysis. Accordingly, any subsequent 
WSMR federal action made necessary as a result of BLM's action would require additional NEPA process and analysis, which could be costly 
and otherwise burdensome to WSMR. 

during stakeholder meetings and during the public comment period on the EA, additions and edits 
further analyzing the changed impacts of the Mitigation Proposal as compared to the Final EIS 
Preferred Alternative have been included.  Additional information has been provided to clarify the 
use of regional roads (section 2.3.1), blasting (section 2.3.2), repair and maintenance (section 2.4), 
and the effects on air quality (section 3.2), soils and seismic risk (section 3.3), water use (section 
3.5), cultural resources (section 3.8), ranching and recreation use (section 3.10), socioeconomic 
conditions (section 3.13), and electrical  effects on the environment (section 3.15). 
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3610 N. 44th Street, Suite 250, Phoenix, AZ  85018 ● Phone 602-808-2004 ● Fax 602-808-2099 ● www.sunzia.net 

 
 
 
July 24, 2014 
 
 
 
Chuck Hagel 
Secretary 
Department of Defense 
1000 Defense Pentagon 
Washington, DC 20301-1000 
 
RE: Response to Letter dated May 27, 2014 on the SunZia Southwest Transmission Project 
 
Dear Secretary Hagel: 
 
The SunZia Southwest Transmission Project (SunZia) received a copy of your May 27, 2014 letter that 
set forth final mitigation proposals for the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) and SunZia’s 
consideration. Your proposal, which resulted from significant review, consultation and evaluation by the 
Defense Department, enumerated four basic principles that would enable the Defense Department to 
remove its objections to the BLM’s Preferred Alternative Route selected by the BLM in its Final 
Environmental Impact Statement that was issued in June 2013. Those final principles are: 
 

1. Incorporation of appropriate hold harmless agreements; 
2. Non-interference with WSMR operations during power line construction and maintenance; 
3. Micro-siting of the power line to avoid interference with test operations; and,  
4. Line burial of up to three segments totaling up to five miles in length. 

As you noted in your letter, we have for some time been in agreement with the first three items in the 
above list. We have resisted consenting to line burial because undergrounding a transmission line of this 
voltage and capacity is uncommon in the domestic electric power industry and is significantly more 
expensive to construct, operate and maintain than an equivalent overhead configuration.  More 
importantly, we believed an overhead configuration might have been possible with the right alignment 
that minimized vertical obstruction to low-flyer testing by WSMR. Having exhausted that remedy, we 
now agree that the mitigation you have proposed of selective undergrounding of SunZia’s 500 kilovolt 
lines north of WSMR is unavoidable in order to move beyond the current impasse.   
 
We have reviewed Under Secretary Frank Kendall’s correspondence and are working closely with the 
BLM, WSMR and your point of contact, Dr. David Brown, to achieve implementation of all four 
mitigation proposals. Items 1 and 2 are likely best handled in a Memorandum of Agreement among DoD, 
WSMR and SunZia, and we are proceeding with development of that MOA. Items 3 and 4 seem to be 
best implemented within the current NEPA process underway by the BLM. 
 
I wanted to let you know that I understand that this has been a challenging matter for everyone involved 
and I appreciate your efforts to offer a solution.  The purpose of this letter is to provide you with our 
acceptance of your mitigation proposal. 
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If there are any questions or suggestions as we move forward, please do not hesitate to have someone 
contact me. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Tom Wray 
Project Manager 
 
 
Cc:  
 
Sally Jewell, Secretary, Department of Interior 
Neil Kornze, Director, Bureau of Land Management 
Frank Kendall, Under Secretary, Department of Defense 
John Conger, Deputy Under Secretary, Department of Defense 
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