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OPINION

Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E) requests a Permit To Construct power lines and associated substation modifications to be known as the Paradise Area Reinforcement Project.  The permit is granted, as discussed below.

I. Background

The Paradise Area Reinforcement Project will serve the Paradise area, which includes the town of Paradise, unincorporated areas of Butte County, and neighboring communities such as Magalia, Paradise Pines, and DeSabla.  This project is in the Sierra Nevada foothhills, approximately 12 miles east of Chico.

PG&E states that it has experienced a significant and consistent increase in electric demand in this area as a result of recent growth in population and economic activity.  PG&E’s electric load studies show that, without immediate action, loads within the Paradise area will routinely and substantially exceed existing power line and substation capacity by the summer of 2001.  PG&E asserts that the proposed project will address this urgent need to upgrade the system, and will provide safe and reliable electric service to Paradise area customers while minimizing project-related environmental impacts.

The Paradise Area Reinforcement Project consists of constructing approximately 6.1 miles of 115-kilovolt (kV) double-circuit electric power line, and modifying the existing Paradise Substation to change it from a 60-kV to a 115-kV operating system.  The entire power line route primarily follows existing power line corridors.  It also parallels an existing PG&E gas line, and the Neal Road right-of-way in Butte County.

PG&E says that installation of the proposed 115-kV system will increase the reliability and capacity of the Paradise area electrical system because the new system will be capable of serving peak loads, will meet the anticipated increase in electrical services demand, and will provide back-up service in emergency situations.  The proposed project would increase the capacity of the power line system by 45 megawatts and, once the power line capacity has been increased, future area capacity needs can be accommodated through the addition of transformers at the Paradise Substation.  Completion of this project is expected to serve the projected rise in electrical demand in the Paradise area for approximately 20 years.

II. The Power Line Route and Substation Modifications

A. Regional Context

The project area is in the Sierra Nevada foothills, approximately 12 miles east of Chico.  Access to the area from Sacramento is via State Routes 99, 70, and 191 E.  Two single-circuit 60-kV power lines, the Centerville-Table Mountain and Centerville-Table Mountain-Oroville lines, currently provide power to the four substations serving the Paradise area (Centerville, Clark Road, Oro Fino, and Paradise Substations).  Several small hydrogenerators in the area, including DeSabla (a 20-megavolt ampere (MVA) generator) and Forks of the Butte (a 12-MVA generator), also supply power to the Paradise area.

B. Existing Facilities

1. Paradise Substation

The Paradise Substation is in the town of Paradise on McClain Lane, adjacent to the Paradise Memorial Trailway and approximately 500 feet north of Elliot Road.  The Substation covers two acres (1.35 acres fenced).  It contains two 60/12-kV transformer banks, Bank #1 and Bank #2, and associated breakers and controls.  Bank #1 contains three 7.0-MVA transformers and one 5.6-MVA transformer.  This bank will be replaced with a 115/12-kV, 45-MVA transformer as part of the proposed project.  Bank #2 contains three 7.0-MVA transformers.  This bank will be replaced with a 115/60/12-kV, 45-MVA transformer in 2000 as part of a separate substation equipment-maintenance project.

2. Power Lines

Two single-circuit 60-kV power lines supply the Paradise Substation with electric power for the town of Paradise and the surrounding areas.  These two power lines are known as Paradise Tap #1 and Paradise Tap #2 E.  Paradise Tap #1 begins at the Centerville-Table Mountain-Oroville 60‑kV line, connecting where it crosses Skyway just west of the town of Paradise.  From here, Tap #1 follows along Skyway east until it reaches the intersection with Neal Road.  It then follows the Paradise Memorial Trailway to the Paradise Substation.  Paradise Tap #2 begins at the Centerville Powerhouse, a hydrogeneration plant northwest of the town of Paradise, and proceeds east across Little Butte Creek Canyon.  It then crosses Skyway northeast of Nugget Lane, and continues east until it reaches the Paradise Memorial Trailway.  Tap #2 then follows the Trailway southwest and enters the Paradise Substation from the northeast.

C. Proposed Project

1. Paradise Substation

This project will convert the Paradise Substation from a 60-kV operating system.  The substation upgrades will include:

· Replacing the existing 60/12-kV, 27-MVA transformer bank #1 with a 115/12-kV, 45-MVA transformer;

· Installing new line and transformer protection equipment, breakers and switches; and

· Installing metering and circuit disconnect switch controls in the existing empty control building.

2. Power Lines

The new double-circuit 115-kV power line will extend between the existing Table Mountain-Butte #3 115-kV line, the source of the 115-kV power, and the Paradise Substation.  It will be approximately 6.1 miles long, and the corridor will be up to 85 feet wide.  The route primarily follows existing power line corridors.  It also parallels an existing PG&E gas line, and the Neal Road right-of-way in Butte County.  The proposed route is described segment-by-segment below.

Segment 1:  Beginning approximately 2,000 feet east of Neal Road, the new power line will proceed northeast, parallel to an existing PG&E natural gas pipeline (Pipeline 50A) right-of-way, to and across Neal Road.

Segment 2:  The power line will parallel the west side of Neal Road approximately 1.5 miles, until it reaches the Centerville-Table Mountain-Oroville 60-kV line.

Segment 3:  The power line will proceed northwest along the west side of the Centerville-Table Mountain-Oroville line to Skyway.

Segment 4:  The power line will follow Skyway, in the same alignment as the existing Paradise Tap #1, to the Paradise Memorial Trailway.

Segment 5:  The power line will continue to follow the existing Paradise Tap #1 along the Trailway to the Paradise Substation.

3. 15-kV Double-Circuit Pole Design

The new power line will use tubular steel poles, a majority of which will be approximately 85 to 95 feet tall.  The pole spans (distance between poles) will be 600 to 800 feet.  Pole height will vary with design requirements (e.g. span lengths, topography, angles in the alignment) and the Commission’s electric and magnetic field mitigation requirements.  A minimal number of poles will be approximately 100 to 115 feet tall to accommodate spacing required for electric distribution line underbuild.  The poles will be gray in the open country and brown in forested areas to best blend with the surroundings.  Each pole will be set on a reinforced concrete foundation, five to six feet in diameter.  Each pole will carry six conductors. Non-specular conductors will be used to minimize reflection and contrast.

4. Existing Wood Poles

Paradise Tap #1 (single-circuit, 60-kV line on wood poles) will be removed, except for poles needed to support distribution lines, because the new 115-kV power line (double-circuit, 115-kV line on steel poles) will be placed in the same alignment.  At the northern end of Tap #1, along the Paradise Memorial Trailway immediately south of the Paradise Substation, eight wood poles now carry distribution lines as underbuild below the 60-kV conductors.  Although the underbuild will be transferred onto the new 115-kV poles where possible, some of the wood poles may be retained but shortened so they can continue to carry the distribution lines as interset poles between the 600 to 800-foot spans of the new steel poles.  If poles are needed for underbuild, but the existing poles are not in the proper location, they will be relocated.

Tap #1 will be removed in stages during construction of the new power line so that it can be re-energized at 60-kV in case a severe outage occurs along Tap #2 during construction.  Paradise Tap #2 will not be removed because it can be energized when needed at distribution voltage, allowing it to supplement the area’s distribution system.

III. Environmental Matters

PG&E has submitted a Proponent’s Environmental Assessment (PEA) which is attached as Exhibit A to its application.  A detailed description of the proposed project and equipment is contained in Chapter 2 of the PEA.  The power line route is described above in Section II.B and in Section 2.4 of the PEA.  A map of the area around the Paradise Area Reinforcement Project is attached as Appendix A.

On May 22, 2000, this Commission released for public review a Draft Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND) and Initial Study for the proposed construction of PG&E’s Paradise Area Reinforcement Project in portions of the town of Paradise and unincorporated Butte County, California, in compliance with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and Rule 17.1 of the Commission’s Rules of Practice and Procedure.  The reports were filed with the State Clearinghouse on May 24, 2000.  A 30-day review and comment period (CEQA Guidelines § 15105) began on May 24, and closed on June 22, 2000.

Following closure of the public review period, responses to all comments received on the document were completed, and modifications to the Draft MND and Initial Study were undertaken, as appropriate, to reflect these comments.  A Final MND and Initial Study was filed in August 2000 (Exhibit 1) for the 

Commission to consider in determining whether to approve the project.  It includes:  the comments received on the Draft MND and Initial Study; modifications to the text of the Draft MND and Initial Study, where appropriate, to address comments; and a Mitigation Monitoring Plan for Commission adoption if the Final MND and Initial Study are approved.  The Initial Study was prepared to identify the potential effects on the environment from the construction and operation of the proposed project and to evaluate the significance of these effects.  The Initial Study was based on information presented in PG&E’s PEA, site inspection by the Commission’s environmental team, and other environmental analyses of the project.  Within the PEA, mitigation measures addressing potentially significant impacts were proposed by PG&E and have been incorporated into the project description.

Based on the Initial Study, the project as proposed by PG&E would be mitigable to less-than-significant effects or no impacts in the areas of aesthetics, agricultural resources, air quality, biological resources, cultural resources, geology and soils, hazards & hazardous materials, hydrology & water quality, land use planning, mineral resources, noise, population and housing, recreation, transportation & traffic, and utilities and service systems.  As part of its PEA, PG&E proposed mitigation measures to reduce potential impacts to a level less than significant (see Table B-1 of the Initial Study).  The Commission staff has recommended additional mitigation measures (see Table B-2 of the Initial Study), which PG&E has agreed to include in the project.  Implementation of these mitigation measures would avoid the potential impacts or reduce them to a less-than-significant level.

A Mitigation Implementation and Monitoring Plan has been prepared to ensure that the mitigation measures are property implemented.  The plan 

describes specific actions required to implement each mitigation measure, including information on the timing of implementation and monitoring requirements.

Based on the analysis of the Initial Study, the Final MND, and the mitigation measures identified therein and incorporated into the project, the Commission finds that the project will not have a significant effect on the environment.

IV. Request For Timely Action

PG&E states that, because of growth in the Paradise area, the 60-kV system is inadequate to meet emergency and peak load demands.  In the summer of 2000, the system will likely exceed its normal operating capacity during summer peak loads, and this situation will worsen in 2001 when power requirements will routinely and substantially exceed substation and power line capacity.  In order to meet the requirements of population growth in the area, with its attendant demands on electric resources, PG&E says it must move quickly to expand electric power capacity in the Paradise area.  Based on the area’s growth and electric demand projections, PG&E proposes a schedule that will have this project operating by the 2001 summer peak demand.

As demonstrated in the Final MND, construction and operation of the Paradise Area Reinforcement Project will not have a significant adverse impact on the environment.  The new power lines will follow existing corridors, will be well-integrated with surrounding land uses, and will be consistent with the plans and policies of Butte County and the town of Paradise.  Construction of the substation upgrades and installation of new poles may result in short-term, temporary impacts related to construction activities (e.g., elevated noise, traffic lane and trail closures).  Measures to mitigate such impacts, however, have been incorporated into the project.  Operation of the new power lines and substation upgrades would not result in any significant, long-term environmental impacts.

Because this is a decision under CEQA, which has its own provisions for public review and comment, further public review and comment should be waived.  (See Pub. Util. Code § 311(g)(3) and Rule 77.7(f)(8) of the Rules of Practice and Procedure.)

Findings of Fact

1. The Paradise Area Reinforcement Project will serve an area in Butte County including the town of Paradise and surrounding communities.

2. There has been a significant increase in electric demand in this area as a result of population growth and increased economic activity.

3. Without immediate relief, loads within the Paradise area will routinely exceed existing power line and substation capacity by the summer of 2001.

4. The Paradise Area Reinforcement Project will upgrade PG&E’s system and will provide safe and reliable electric service to the Paradise area while minimizing environmental impacts.

5. The MND reflects the independent judgment of this Commission.

6. The contents of the MND conform to the requirements of CEQA.

7. The MND identified no significant environmental effects of the project that could not be avoided or reduced to non-significant levels by changes to the project that have been accepted by PG&E.

8. The Commission has considered the MND in determining to approve the Paradise Area Reinforcement Project.

9. Based on the mitigation measures included in the MND, the Paradise Area Reinforcement Project will not have a significant effect on the environment.

Conclusions of Law

1. The MND has been processed in compliance with the requirements of CEQA.

2. The MND has been completed in compliance with the requirements of CEQA.

3. The Paradise Area Reinforcement Project is approved, subject to the Mitigation Implementation and Monitoring Plan included in the MND.

4. Pursuant to Pub. Util. Code § 311(g)(3) and Rule 77.7(f)(8) of the Rules of Practice and Procedure, public review and comment regarding today’s decision should be waived.

5. Because of the need for timely action, the order in today’s decision should be made effective immediately.

ORDER

IT IS ORDERED that:

1. The Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND) related to the application in this proceeding is adopted pursuant to the requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act.

2. The mitigation, monitoring, and reporting program included in the MND is adopted.

3. Subject to the mitigation measures described in the MND to avoid or mitigate the reasonably foreseeable adverse environmental affects of the Paradise Area Reinforcement Project, Pacific Gas and Electric Company is authorized to construct the power lines and associated substation modifications known as the Paradise Area Reinforcement Project.

4. Public review and comment regarding today’s decision is waived, and this application is closed.

This order is effective today.

Dated October 5, 2000, at San Francisco, California.
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