Big Park Regional Coordinating Council
PO Box 20248
Sedona, AZ 86351
info@bigparkcouncil.org www.bigparkcouncil.org

January 4, 2022

Ms. Laura Jo West
Forest Supervisor
Coconino Forest Supervisor’s Office
1824 S. Thompson Street
Flagstaff, AZ 86001
By electronic mail to comments-southwestern-coconino@usda.gov
Re: APS Oak Creek to McGuireville 69kV Power Line Project, Environmental Assessment, Coconino
National Forest
Dear Supervisor West:
The Big Park Regional Coordinating Council1 (the “Council” or “BPRCC”) appreciates the
opportunity to provide comment on the U.S. Forest Service’s (“USFS” or “Forest Service”) draft
Environmental Assessment on the above project. The Council opposes Arizona Public Service’s aboveground, high-voltage powerline (the “APS Proposal” or “Project”) from the Village of Oak Creek (the
“Village,” or “Big Park”) to McGuireville. Similarly, the Council opposes Alternative 1 of the Draft
Environmental Assessment (“Draft EA”), which largely mirrors the APS Proposal. We explain why
Alternative 1 – a 13.7 mile above-ground and highly visible powerline – located in an area renowned for
its spectacular scenery and vistas – is fatally flawed in concept.
The Council is generally supportive of Alternative 2, which would bury most of the powerline
along the same general route between Big Park and McGuireville. However, we make a specific
recommendation in our comments regarding additional burial inside the Village as well as expressing
concern about omitting a third Alternative requiring a feasibility study of a community microgrid
consistent with the Biden administration’s January 20, 2021, Executive Order 13990, mandating a
concerted, agency-wide response to climate change.2
1

Big Park Regional Coordinating Council is a 501(C)6 Arizona corporation representing 25 local property and home
owner associations in the Village of Oak Creek in addition to local businesses and educational institutions. Among
the members if the Village of Oak Creek Association with more than 2,500 members. BPRCC serves as the voice of
the community and provides feedback on public policy issues to federal, state and local government agencies.
2

“Protecting Public Health and the Environment and Restoring Science to Tackle the Climate Crisis,” Executive
Order 13990, The White House, Jan. 20, 2021. Available at https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefingroom/presidential-actions/2021/01/20/executive-order-protecting-public-health-and-environment-and-restoringscience-to-tackle-climate-crisis/.
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Absent an Alternative 3 (as described in Sec. IV) we nonetheless recommend Coconino National
Forest (“CNF”) encourage APS to consider other, more long-term environmentally friendly alternatives
consistent with CNF’s 2018 Land and Resource Management Plan (the “Management Plan” or “Plan”).3
The overall purpose of a Management Plan, as noted in its preface, is to “promote responsible
land management” in a way that “best meet[s] the needs of the American people.”4 While the Plan
allows for amendments by permitting utility corridors on national forest lands,5 CNF must balance these
concerns with other important conditions such as “recreational settings” and “scenic character.”6 CNF
also must take great care to ensure that the final Record of Decision includes “documentation of how
the best available scientific information was used to inform planning.”7 In the absence of
documentation from APS substantiating a clear need for the Project, including detailed cost-benefit
analyses of historical power outage data and future power needs, the result would be a questionable
plan amendment that conflicts with the Management Plan’s other multi-use activities.
Striking an appropriate balance between the interests of affected parties requires CNF to
carefully weigh the impact of Alternative 1, particularly when CNF acknowledges that the Project is in
conflict with its Management Plan.8 By approving Alternative 1 as proposed, CNF would ignore the
social and economic criteria in the Planning Rule.9 A new, above-ground new powerline would have the
effect of significantly delaying CNF’s progress in achieving its desired conditions across multiple
management objectives, notably wildfire risk and preservation of heritage, recreation, and scenic
resources.10 These desired conditions, identified repeatedly by the Management Plan throughout the
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See “Land and Resource Management Plan for the Coconino National Forest,” U.S. Department of Agriculture,
March 2018 [as amended to reflect recent administrative changes].
4

Id. at 1.
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“National Forest System Land Management Planning” (the “Planning Rule”), Dep’t. of Agriculture, (as last
amended Dec. 15, 2021). See 36 CFR 219(b)(11).
6

Id. at 36 CFR 219.6(b)(9).
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Id. at 36 CFR § 219.13(b)(1). Subsection (b) requires, for every plan amendment, that the responsible official
shall base it on a “preliminary identification of the need to change the plan [which] may be based on a new
assessment; a monitoring report; or other documentation of new information...”
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See, e.g., “Construction and operation of an above-ground powerline…would require a forest plan
amendment…because the proposed activities would not meet the desired scenic integrity objectives (SIOs) for the
project area…” Scoping letter requesting public comment, Coconino NF Supervisor’s Office, Jan. 2, 2020, at 2.
https://www.fs.usda.gov/nfs/11558/www/nepa/112421_FSPLT3_5199091.pdf
9

“The responsible official shall consider and evaluate existing and possible future conditions and trends of the plan
area, and assess the sustainability of social, economic, and ecological systems within the plan area, in the context
of the broader landscape.” Planning Rule, at 36 CFR Part 219.5(a)(1).
10

See, e.g., Management Plan discussion of “Recreation: Condition and Trends” related to increased use of
developed recreation areas and adoption of a new scenery management system, at 3-4; and “Community-Forest
Interaction: Conditions and Trends” related to preservation of open space, at 4; and “Maintenance and
Improvement of Ecosystem Health: Conditions and Trends” related to frequency and severity of natural
disturbances such as fire and climate change, at 4.
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local management areas affected by the Project, should carry equal if not more weight than the Project
request by APS, which is a conflicted party of interest.11
The Council does not believe APS has provided persuasive evidence that an above-ground
powerline is the only reasonable solution available. If CNF grants a special use permit to APS, we
respectfully ask the Forest Service to require full and fair transparency of the economic and other social
needs data that the agency relied upon as a basis for approving the amendment. Specifically, to validate
the social and economic needs of the project (as referenced in the Planning Rule),12 APS should provide
full and fair disclosure of current power use in the Village, expected increase in electrical demand,
frequency of power outages compared to other nearby APS substations, and other power-related
datasets that demonstrate a clear need for the Project.13
The data, in summary tables or other format, is needed for all interested parties to understand
what specific analyses have been made by APS to ascertain whether:
1. Outages are more prolonged in the affected communities;
2. Outages are increasing in frequency – if so, why; and
3. The point at which full capacity on local grids would be reached without the Project loop
These data do not need to be explained in highly technical terms when plain-English can be used
to convey whether the need for the upgrade is moderate, urgent, or part of an overall maintenance and
infrastructure growth plan. However, the supporting data should be publicly available to provide
transparency and independent analysis.
In summary, full and fair disclosure by APS of these critical data justifying the Project would
assist CNF and other interested parties to independently evaluate the economic costs and benefits
associated with the Project. Information of this sort would have been appropriate and necessary had
the Draft EA included an Alternative 3 addressing a community microgrid. Our detailed comments
follow.
I.

Alternative 1 Is in Conflict with Multiple Areas of the CNF Management Plan; It Cannot Be
Justified by Services Alone When More Environmentally Friendly Alternatives Are Available.
In Summary, Alternative 1:
 Is in conflict with the Forest Service’s Planning Rule
 Is in conflict with multiple areas of the CNF Management Plan
 Increases the threat of wildfires and more frequent power outages compared to a
buried line or community microgrid
 Results in degradation of recreational and sightseeing opportunities
 May significantly reduce property values
 Is beset by conflicts of interest on the part of APS

11

See Sec. II of this comment letter, “APS’s Stated Need for the Project is Opaque and Beset by Conflicts of
Interest, Not the Needs of Local Communities and CNF Visitors,” at 18.
12

See Planning Rule, at §219.1(c), “[Management] [p]lans will guide management of NFS lands so that they are
ecologically sustainable and contribute to social and economic sustainability…and opportunities for recreational,
spiritual, educational, and cultural benefits.”
13

See Infra note 92 for additional details.
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Ignores changing conditions to which Forest Service management plans nationwide
must respond, including climate change and federal policy setting carbon reduction
targets

The Council opposes Alternative 1 because more environmentally friendly alternatives are
available to address infrastructure improvements that APS asserts are needed to maintain reliable
electrical service. While new powerline construction would ultimately provider an additional, lucrative
revenue stream for APS, the Village’s social and economic networks would see a corresponding decline.
The spectacular Red Rock scenery surrounding the Village – all public land – is a national treasure and
the economic engine of the greater Sedona area, attracting millions of tourists each year. Adding an
obtrusive overhead powerline does not help sustain that engine, but rather is akin to a merchant
neglecting her store front. If it becomes visually unattractive, the merchant is likely to lose business.
Moreover, Village residents are especially concerned that private property within view of the
powerline would result in lower values, according to a recent BPRCC survey.14 For example, a
prospective homebuyer recently became aware of the Project and contacted BPRCC expressing concerns
with a future loss in value if he purchased a Village property in proximity to the new powerline. In
addition, Big Park’s social networks, which we define as local residents and visitors who participate in
various recreational activities on surrounding national forest land,15 would be marred by a visually
unattractive powerline. We address these concerns in more detail at Section I.d.
By approving Alternative 1 CNF would be enabling a powerful utility company to override the
needs and preferences of a small retirement and tourist-oriented community who opposed an overhead
line, as well as the millions of visitors who are unlikely to be aware of the Project, or comment on the
Draft EA.
To be clear, Big Park did not ask for a new powerline. Nor has APS been willing, over the course
of a year-long dialogue, to provide the Council with specific data demonstrating the APS Proposal is
urgently needed, and clearly superior to other, more reasonable and environmentally friendly solutions.
As such, in addition to CNF’s critical management objectives for the Forest, the importance of the local
community’s concerns, as well as Executive Order 13990 mandating a concerted, agency-wide response
to climate change,16 run directly counter to APS’s preferred solution.
14

Concerns with reduced property values was cited as one of the top concerns of Village residents (18.2%) in
response to the question, “Please indicate those issues that concern you related to the proposed APS transmission
line.” See BPRCC survey and news coverage, Feb. 26, 2021. Available at
https://www.bigparkcouncil.org/2021/02/survey-village-of-oak-creek-residents.html. See also “Big Park Council
opposes APS plan for above-ground powerline,” The Verde Valley Independent & Camp Verde Bugle, July 27, 2021,
available at https://www.verdenews.com/news/2021/may/26/big-park-council-opposes-aps-plan-above-groundpow/.
15

See, e.g., “The top five activities on the Forest are as follows: 1. Viewing natural features (83.9 percent); 2.
Hiking/walking (79.1 percent); 3. Viewing wildlife (70 percent); 4. Relaxing (64.8 percent); 5. Driving for pleasure
(54.8 percent). Management Plan at 15. Inside the Village, the powerline traversing the gap in the mesas along
Kel Fox Trail would be easily seen from elevations on the north side of the valley, including two heavily used golf
courses, Oak Creek Country Club and Sedona Golf Resort (both offering public access). Sedona Golf Resort in
particular has two holes (nos. 6 and 7) that face south with direct views of the saddle between two mesas that
would be traversed by the powerline, as well as adjacent neighborhoods. [See Exhibits A and B.]
16

Executive Order 13990.
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a. Conflicts With the USFS Planning Rule
The Planning Rule that guides Forest Service management of Coconino National Forest and its
other 153 protected areas around the country includes the overriding goal of having “a responsive
planning process that informs integrated resource management and allows the Forest Service to adapt
to changing conditions, including climate change, and improve management based on new information
and monitoring.”17 [Emphasis added.]
Nearly a decade after a major overhaul of the Planning Rule, federal and state governments and
the utility sector are beginning to respond more vigorously to climate change and adapting, for example,
with carbon-free technologies such as wind energy and solar-generated power, technologies that were
only emerging at that point.
What APS has proposed – an above-ground transmission line to augment current and future
power needs in the Village and McGuireville – is a poor fit with its declared goal of providing 100% clean
energy sources of electricity by 2050.18 APS states that its “pathways to 100% clean” include energy
storage solutions and modernizing the electric grid, but the Proposed Action is pure 19th century
technology.19
Further, APS fails to provide any specifics about the extent to which energy storage solutions
will help meet this goal, nor evidence such as capital investments that indicate APS is serious about
doing so in the near-term. According to a Fidelity Investments research report on Pinnacle West Capital
Corporation, APS’s parent company,20 APS’s transmission facilities include approximately 5,728 pole
miles and only 74 miles of underground lines. This analysis confirms that APS has little experience or
apparent interest in underground burial of transmission lines. It goes without saying, “If the only tool
you have is a hammer, you will start treating all your problems like a nail.”
In this instance, APS’s approach is based on a systemwide, conventional solution. Its primary
tool to distribute power over the decades has been through above-ground transmission as it seeks to
repeat this century-old approach with the Oak Creek-McGuireville project.
As a consequence, APS has essentially proposed that the Forest Service ignore current public
policy trends and other, rapidly growing investment allocations to clean energy by the private sector.21
This lack of substantive interest by APS in clean energy trends is out of sync with the Forest Service’s
17

Planning Rule at 36 CFR 219.5(a).

18

See, “APS Clean Energy Commitment,” APS website. Available at https://www.aps.com/en/About/OurCompany/Clean-Energy.
19

The first known electric transmission line in North America was constructed in 1889 between a generating
station at Willamette Falls, Oregon, and downtown Portland, Oregon, a distance of 13 miles. R.S. Nichols, “The
First Electric Power Transmission Line in North America-Oregon City, Oregon,” IEEE Industry Applications Magazine
(the Institute of Electrical and Electronic Engineers), Vol. 9, No. 4, pp. 7-10, July-Aug. 2003.
20

“Company Profile,” Pinnacle West Capital Corp., Fidelity.com, Aug. 25, 2021.

21

See, e.g., “Today’s private equity shops – including the world’s largest alternative asset manager, Blackstone
Group Inc. – are pouring capital into fast-growing sectors such as solar, carbon capture, and battery storage.”
Benjamin Robertson and Melissa Karsh, “Private Equity Investors Are Fleeing Fossil Energy for Green,” Bloomberg
Law, July 7, 2021. (Subscription-only access.)
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Planning Rule to “create a responsive planning process that…allows the Forest Service to adapt to
changing conditions, including climate change…”22 In this instance, foregoing clean energy solutions by
APS is – at a minimum – ignoring an opportunity to showcase possible ways to preserve the “recreation
settings” and “scenic character” of Coconino National Forest.23
b. Conflicts with CNF Management Areas
The Council reviews the four CNF management areas impacted by the APS powerline, and points
out numerous conflicts with the Plan’s desired conditions and guidelines for management. As all
management areas in the Plan generally encourage collaboration with local entities “to protect
resources and address local concerns,” we incorporate this recommendation24 by reference.
i.

Red Rock/Sedona Neighborwoods Management Areas

Red Rock Management Area (“MA”) comprises approximately 105,599 acres of national forest
land, including the highly popular trails around Cathedral, Bell and Courthouse buttes, and other scenic
vistas immediately to the north of the Village and eastward into Jacks Canyon. According to the
Management Plan, the Red Rock MA “is characterized by the rugged topography and spectacular
scenery of the Munds Mountain Wilderness” and other wilderness areas in the vicinity. It is “extremely
popular with local residents and visitors.”25 This management area borders the northern terminus of
APS’s proposed powerline at the Oak Creek substation with extensive views of the Project from certain
vantage points.
Sedona Neighborwoods MA is described as a “checkerboard of land administered by the Forest”
and interspersed with residential and commercial areas – essentially the Village and Sedona
communities.26 The CNF management plan calls for engage by the USFS in “strong community
partnerships for stewardship” with the purpose of supporting, among other things, “safety, and quality
of life.”27 Popular activities in Sedona MA include hiking, photography, mountain biking, sightseeing,
and rock climbing.28
The desired conditions for the Sedona MA include “helping protect fragile natural resources and
community relationships.” Desired scenic integrity objectives for most of the MA are “High Integrity” or
“Very High Integrity.”29

22

Planning Rule, at 36 CFR 219.5(a).

23

Id. at 36 CFR 219.8(b)(2), (i.e., citing guidelines for social and economic sustainability). See, also, “The top five
activities on the Forest are as follows: 1. Viewing natural features (83.9 percent); 2. Hiking/walking (79.1 percent);
3. Viewing wildlife (70 percent); 4. Relaxing (64.8 percent); 5. Driving for pleasure (54.8 percent). Management
Plan at 15.
24

See, e.g., Id. at 150, “Management Approaches for Red Rock Management Area.”

25

Id. at 146.

26

Id. at 156.

27

Id. at 159.

28

Id. at 158.

29

“High Integrity” is defined as the “…valued scenery ‘appears natural or unaltered,’ yet visual disturbances are
present; however, they remain unnoticed because they repeat the form, line, color, texture, pattern, and scale of
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The desired conditions for the Red Rock MA are similar, including “high-quality
opportunities…for people to enjoy the Red Rock MA’s many scenic, historic, and aesthetic qualities,
including unaltered vistas of red rock cliffs.”30 [Emphasis added.] Desired conditions include “[s]cenic
views from primary viewing areas, such as highways, recreation sites, trails, and residential areas are
natural and natural-appearing landscapes.”31 The desired condition for the Red Rock Scenic Byway – a
U.S. Department of Transportation-designated All-American Road (Highway 179) – is “unobstructed”
views of the nearby Red Rock formations, specifically Bell Rock, Courthouse Butte and Cathedral Rock.
Like Sedona Neighborwoods, the scenic integrity objective for nearly all of the Red Rock MA is rated
“high” or “very high.”
Moreover, in reviewing various alternatives to the Management Plan adopted in 2018, the
Regional Office’s Record of Decision (the “Record”) noted that in 2012 the Forest Service “expressed
support on a legislative effort to create…a national scenic area designation” for the Sedona-Oak Creek
area. Although the Record noted certain land adjustment concerns, it concluded that those concerns
“[do] not hinder community-driven efforts in future designation of this area as a national scenic area.”32
It is conceivable and perhaps likely that the detrimental visual impact of the proposed powerline could
foreclose on, or at least severely limit, action by Congress on any future such designation.
Plan Conflicts
Scenic Resources. If a series of 65-foot high steel monopoles with three additional high-voltage
lines were to replace the existing wooden poles bearing the powerlines across the Red Rock Scenic
Byway, the new physical alterations would be more obvious to motorists driving north along Highway
179. The importance of these view sheds to visitors is backed by empirical data. A 2019 survey by the
Sedona Chamber of Commerce & Tourism Bureau (the “Chamber”) concluded in part that, “By far and
away, the number one thing that 2014 to 2019 visitors liked about Sedona is the natural beauty of the
area.”33 Two of the favorite activities cited by visitors in 2019 were sightseeing (69%) and hiking/biking
(57%). These were ranked, 3rd and 4th, respectively, out of 13 activities.34 The Council’s recent survey
in response to the Project ranked view sheds first in importance among concerns cited by residents.35
For many visitors their first sight of Red Rock country is the southern approach through the
Village of Oak Creek on Highway 179. As north-bound motorists pass the Red Rock Ranger District’s
visitor center, under APS’ preferred solution the iconic Red Rock views would be framed by industrial
powerlines. In fact, when the Red Rock Visitor Center was built, CNF opted to bury its own powerline
the valued scenery.” “Very High Integrity” is similarly defined except that “[t]hese areas generally provide for
ecological change only.” Id. at 234.
30

Id. at 147.

31

Id.

32

See “Record of Decision for the Coconino National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan: Coconino, Gila,
and Yavapai Counties, Arizona,” U.S. Department of Agriculture, March 2018, at 14. Available at
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd676171.pdf.
33

“Sedona Visitor Survey,” Sedona Chamber of Commerce & Tourism Bureau, Annual Report – 2014 to 2019, at 10.
Available at https://sedonachamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/ANNUAL-2019-REPORT-1.pdf.
34

Id.

35

Supra Note 14, at 10.
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connecting the complex to the existing APS power grid. Even though the burial option was more costly,
the Forest Service apparently favored burial given the importance of this particular view shed to the
public. Moreover, the Management Plan cites the Red Rock Scenic Byway as
a gateway to the Red Rock MA. The major buttes and scenic attractions that characterize
the area are visible along the road…36

Further south, before passing the intersection of Hwy. 179 and Beaverhead Flat Road, motorists
also will be able to see the new above-ground powerline (Alternative 1) as it climbs up to the divide
overlooking the Big Park area.
According to the Chamber survey, 84 percent of Sedona’s 3 million annual visitors typically
arrive by personal or rental car. Although specific data on the highway routes taken are not available,
without question many hundreds of thousands of visitors travel into and out of the area along Red Rock
Scenic Byway each year. In addition to empirical data, the Sedona area has generated numerous
accolades over the years.
To provide just a few examples, the Chamber’s 2020 annual report singles out the area’s
“stunning landscape and amazing cultural amenities [that] inspire people everywhere, including artists,
hikers, and those seeking renewal.”37 In 2019, U.S. News & World Report ranked Sedona fourth on its
list of “Best Small Towns to Visit in the USA,” a great part of that attraction due to its scenery.38 And
according to TripAdvisor, in 2020 Sedona ranked second in the nation among top Thanksgiving
destinations.39
However, the dramatic entranceway to Sedona along Highway 179 would be marred by an even
more visible utility transmission line. At a minimum, CNF should require burial in the highway’s view
corridor as part of its conditions for approval, consistent with the Management Plan’s Desired
Conditions for Special Uses.40
Recreation Resources. Desired conditions for the Red Rock MA are based in part on
“natural…opportunities,” with a “network of primarily non-motorized opportunities…for hikers and
equestrians, as well as opportunities for OHV recreationists and mountain bikers…” At visitor gateways,
“vistas and trailheads…serve large numbers of people while sustaining the natural environment, serving
as platforms for viewing the outstanding scenery, and providing interpretation to forest visitors.” The
MA goes on to encourage “settings [that] provide opportunities for inspiration, contemplation, and
36

Management Plan, at 187.

37

“19/20 Annual Report,” Sedona Chamber of Commerce & Tourism Bureau. Available at
https://sedonachamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/SED_AR19-20_FINAL.pdf.
38

Ozgur Tore, “Sedona, Arizona named one of the Best Small Towns to Visit in the USA,” ftn News, July 4, 2019.
Available at https://ftnnews.com/tours/37361-sedona-arizona-named-one-of-the-best-small-towns-to-visit-in-theusa#:~:text=Sedona%2C%20Arizona%2C%20%22The%20Most,colorful%2C%22%20the%20report%20declares.
39

KiMi Robinson, “These 2 Arizona cities are among the top destinations for Thanksgiving travelers this year,”
Arizona Republic, Nov. 11, 2020. Available at
https://www.azcentral.com/story/travel/arizona/2020/11/11/sedona-scottsdale-top-thanksgivingdestinations/6240727002/.
40

“Utility lines…are not visible (usually buried) across the landscape…” Management Plan, at 104.
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quiet in uncrowded, natural landscapes.”41 [Emphasis added.] Similar language describes the desired
conditions for the Sedona Neighborwoods MA.
In combination, when reviewing CNF’s desired conditions it is easy to see that a powerline is not
compatible with the recreational opportunities and scenic amenities that, as the Sedona Chamber aptly
notes, “inspire people everywhere, including artists, hikers, and those seeking renewal.”42
ii.

House Mountain-Lowlands Management Area

House Mountain-Lowlands (“House Mountain”) MA is approximately 40,901 acres of national
forest land. Its central feature is House Mountain, a dominant ridge line that can be seen to the north of
Beaverhead Flat Road. House Mountain MA adjoins Red Rock MA to the northeast and borders
Beaverhead Flat Road (Hwy. 78) on the south and Hwy. 179 to the east. House Mountain MA includes
Kel Fox Trail, which APS has proposed as the route for the final leg of the powerline into Big Park.
The desired conditions for House Mountain MA include low-density human uses such as scenic
viewing, use by off-road vehicles, horseback riding, mountain biking, hiking and hunting. One other
desired condition is that, “Facilities are few and the character of these developments appears rustic and
primitive.”43 CNF’s Management Plan designates the entire highway corridor in this area as a “High”
scenic integrity objective.
Plan Conflicts
Scenic Resources. The construction of a 65-foot steel monopole, notwithstanding a rustic,
wooden appearance, would not blend into the surrounding juniper/piñon landscape. Nor would it help
CNF meet the desired High Scenic Integrity condition for this area that should be achieved within three
years. The roughly six-mile stretch of Highway 78 contains sweeping vistas in all directions,
unobstructed by human alterations. The vistas looking north from Beaverhead Flat Road include a
lengthy stretch of House Mountain and its associated range of scrub-covered mesas; east to Woods
Canyon, where the edge of the Mogollon Rim can be seen; and south and west towards the Verde Valley
and more distant mountain ranges.
Most of these unobstructed views would be marred by a towering transmission line stretching
4-5 miles along Beaverhead Flat Road. The negative impact on view corridors is strikingly obvious from
the Draft EA’s photo simulations.44 APS estimates that a 10-mile powerline would require 200
monopoles, or one pole every 88 yards on average.45 And while the Management Plan acknowledges
that “heavily altered features such as utility corridors”46 may be considered as a plan amendment, no
reasonable person would conclude that a new powerline meets the Management Plan’s definition of
High Scenic Integrity. We explain below why at least two other alternatives to the APS Proposed Action
41

Id. at 162.

42

Supra note 37.

43

Management Plan, at 155.

44

Draft EA, Appendix E, photo simulations from viewpoints 15 and 19.

45

Ten miles divided by 200 poles equals 20 poles per mile (5,280 feet), or one pole per 264 feet. 264 feet divided
by 3 = 88 yards.
46

Management Plan, at 118.
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would avoid this problem, reasonable options that would assist CNF in meeting its desired conditions for
this lesser-known but highly scenic area.
Recreation Resources. The abundant view sheds surrounding the Village is the first hint of the
spectacular red rock scenery to come and what motorists see first when driving north from Interstate 17
toward Sedona. The iconic and dramatic Red Rock views bordering the eastern side of House Mountain
MA and overlapping the Red Rock MA are often characterized as “America’s backyard.” Indeed, the
Federal Highway Administration (“FHA”) in 2005 designated the 7.5-mile stretch of Highway 179
between Interstate 17 and Sedona the first “Red Rock All-American Road” in Arizona, a national
“destination unto itself.”47 The FHA calls it a “museum without walls,” one in which “the stunning red
rocks are alive with a timeless spirit that captivates and inspires.”48
Similarly, hikers and mountain bikers on the popular Hiline and recently completed Transept
trails, situated to the north and west of the Village, experience scenic vistas looking south to the gap in
the mesas through which Kel Fox Trail winds, a view that would be marred by the silvery wires and dark
silhouettes of 65-foot steel monopoles, even at a distance.49
Recreation users would see the powerline from other vantage points, too, including beneath the
powerline on Kel Fox Trail;50 from homes immediately north and to the west of Kel Fox in Big Park; and
across the valley to homes facing south. Other vantage points from where the powerline would be
scene include the southwest face of heavily visited Bell Rock, which has become the internationally
recognized signature of Arizona’s Red Rock country.51 In addition to the half-million-plus motorists who
drive on Beaverhead Flat Road each year,52 the sweeping vistas enjoyed by RV campers parked in that
area would be partially blocked to the east, south and west by the above-ground powerline.
Heritage Resources. The Management Plan notes that CNF “has some of the highest
archaeological site densities in the Southwest.”53 HML is categorized as having a “moderate
archaeological site density.” One of the petroglyphs is adjacent to the Project route; the scenery around
these petroglyphs would be marred by construction of the proposed powerline. [See Exhibit D.]

47

“About the Red Rock Scenic Byway,” All American Road Committee-Sedona, Available at
https://redrockscenicbyway.com/red-rock-scenicbyway/#:~:text=In%202005%2C%20Red%20Rock%20Scenic,dine%2C%20stay%20%E2%80%94%20and%20enjoy!
48

“Red Rock Scenic Byway,” Federal Highway Administration, Available at
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/byways/byways/11290.
49

See Exhibits A and C. Exhibit A is a simulated image of the proposed powerline, to scale with its surroundings, as
it crosses the saddle into the Village of Oak Creek (created February 2021). Exhibit C is a photo looking north from
Transept Trail looking toward Kel Fox trail as it crosses the saddle between two prominent mesas into Big Park.
50

Viewpoint 6 in the Draft EA, simulated view E-3.

51

Exhibit C.

52

Source: 2019 traffic counts provided to BPRCC by Yavapai County Public Works.

53

Management Plan, at 91.
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iii.

Verde Valley Management Area

The Verde Valley MA comprises 323,455 acres and borders House Mountain, Red Rock and
Sedona Neighborwoods MAs to the south and west. One terminus of the Project would end near
Rimrock at the McGuireville substation with the connecting powerline generally parallel to Cornville
Road until it reaches the intersection with Beaverhead Flat Road.
Plan Conflicts
Scenic Resources. This entire section of the Project route is designated as a “High Scenic
Integrity Objective.”54 While the Council prioritizes support for burial of the powerline nearer to the
Village of Oak Creek, the Council also supports burial of the entire Project, including along Cornville
Road.
c. Wildfire Risk and Power Outages
Wildfires. To describe wildfire risk as a concern of CNF and adjacent communities would be an
understatement. Wildfires are referenced no less than 57 times in the 303-page Management Plan. Fire
Management is mentioned 28 times. The Plan goes on to identify “areas of resident populations at
imminent risk from wildfire….having special significance,” and mentions high voltage transmission lines
among the critical infrastructure vulnerable to wildfires.55 This places high-voltage powerlines in the
interesting position of needing protection from, as well as serving as, a potential source of wildfires.
Burial can effectively address both concerns.
Big Park is one of the areas subject to significant wildfire risk – as well as the proposed aboveground powerline. The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s website rates the Big Park area as having a 68
percent greater likelihood of wildfire risk than other Arizona communities,56 with the risk of wildfires
even higher in the surrounding national forest lands that includes much of the proposed route of the
APS powerline. The Arizona Department of Forestry and Fire Management state map reinforces this
point. It shows the wildfire threat to be “high” to “extreme” around the proposed route of the
powerline into the Village, including the mesas overlooking the Village to the south.57
APS acknowledges the risk of wildfires to its entire system. In its most recent 10-K filing with
the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (“SEC”), its parent company, Pinnacle West Capital, warns
that “wildfires could negatively affect APS’s results of operations.”58 The utility goes on to state that it
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“intends to harden its infrastructure to improve climate resiliency…as those risks become compounded
by shorter, drier winters and longer, hotter summers.”59 In its SEC filing, Pinnacle West elaborates that
Wildfires have the potential to affect the communities that APS serves and APS’s vast network
of electric transmission and distribution lines and facilities. The potential likelihood of
wildfires has increased due to many of the same weather impacts existing in Arizona as those
that led to the catastrophic wildfires in Northern California….60

However, none of these concerns are evident in APS’s proposal. Exacerbating this risk exposure
for Big Park residents are the high winds that often dominate the area during fire season.61 The
predominant wind direction in the Village and surrounding communities during fire season is from the
south, along the very same approaches into Big Park that would serve as the route of the new APS
powerline.62
Although there are no data available on powerline-caused wildfires in Arizona, the extensive
wildfires and widespread damages cause by high-voltage transmission lines in California have brought
attention to the potential for similar disasters here.63 Experts say fires started by powerlines can be
more deadly because they ignite near people. Utilities in California have been blamed for more than
1,500 wildfires in the last six years, according to a specialized insurance and risk management
company.64 California-based Pacific Gas and Electric Company (“PG&E”), one of the largest natural gas
and electric energy companies in the U.S., had to file for bankruptcy in 2019 as a result of an estimated
$30 billion in property and casualty losses and other liability claims due to wildfires.65 More recently,
according to Bloomberg News, PG&E faces criminal charges for its role in a 2019 wildfire that burned
59
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78,000 acres in northern California, this coming after the utility company pleaded guilty to 84 counts of
involuntary manslaughter in connection with a 2018 fire.66
Fortunately, the Verde Valley area has escaped catastrophic wildfire losses in recent years,
although each year state officials issue fire warnings, in part due to the extended drought that plagues
the western U.S.67 To its credit, CNF is acutely aware of the potential fire threat in the Big Park area,
with Forest Service representatives having participated in a 2019 community meeting to discuss risks
and emergency evacuation problems in the Village due to highly constricted egress.68
Powerline burial, while costly, represents a practical solution to wildfire risk. As noted in a July
2021 PG&E news conference announcing plans to bury 10,000 miles of powerlines, the utility company
said it could reduce the operational cost of trimming or removing hundreds of thousands of trees, while
booking the underground construction costs as a capital investment. [Emphasis added.] Burial would
reduce the need to manage tree growth near the powerlines, the company said, which could keep down
costs normally passed on to ratepayers while also allowing the utility to earn a return on its capital
investment. In addition, PG&E said burying lines would reduce the need to shut off power during
periods of dry, windy conditions that increase the risk of branches falling on lines and sparking fires. 69
Consistent with this approach, the Draft EA notes that an above-ground powerline, in contrast, “may
result in more long-term operation and maintenance costs.”70
Power Outages. One of the primary reasons offered by APS for building a backup powerline
into the Village is the need to more quickly restore power in the event of an outage. However, it
remains unclear to what extent outages are a significant problem. In dialogue with the Council, APS
indicates that the Oak Creek substation had 16 recorded outages totaling 176 hours in the last 10 years.
The interruptions included in this count, according to APS, ranged from as little as two minutes to 68
hours. APS contends that the outages could be avoided entirely with the new powerline.
The data maintained by the Arizona Corporation Commission conflicts, to an extent, with the
records provided by APS to CNF and published in the Draft EA. For example, the ACC data suggest only a
handful of ‘significant’ outages in the last three years at the Oak Creek substation, with two significant
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outages reported in 2018, one in 2019, and none in 2020.71 The survey conducted by BPRCC earlier this
year corroborates this paucity of recent major power outages. In one of its survey questions on this
topic, nearly two-thirds of Village respondents, or 66.8%, viewed power outage problems over the last
five years as either minor or moderately inconvenient. Only 10.9% described those outages as
disruptive.72
However, APS data provided to the Forest Service suggests more frequent outages on average in
the Village of Oak Creek, with one sustained outage of four hours, seven momentary power outages,
and 150-160 hours of rotating power outages during the summer peak each year.73
It is difficult to explain the discrepancies in the datasets. APS did not provide any additional
details to BPRCC, despite a Council request to compare outages at the Oak Creek substation to other
nearby substations. Neither did APS offer details on each outage severity in a manner that can be easily
compared in the ACC or APS datasets. Unfortunately, ACC outage records for the Oak Creek substation
go back only three years. Without a common denominator to provide an apples-to-apples comparison,
we would discount the averages reported by APS unless it can provide specific tables for outages each
year going back for at least a decade to identify any important trending lines.
It should be noted that even a Mylar balloon can cause disruptions to overhead powerlines,
illustrating the vulnerabilities of this legacy technology. In May 2020 APS issued a public warning that
Mylar balloons can cause power outages after one struck a powerline in Payson, causing about 3,000
residents to lose power for 90 minutes. “It’s an unfortunate reminder for folks of the damage Mylar
balloons can cause, especially as they may be celebrating graduations,” said an APS spokesperson.74 APS
went on to provide safety tips, such as keeping balloons, kites, and drones at least 100 feet away from
overhead powerlines, noting that even non-metallic balloons can become entangled in lines and cause
an outage. In the event of a large storm or wildfire, a loop providing redundancy may not help if there
are an extensive number of downed poles affecting both sides of the loop to the immediate south and
west of Big Park.
None of the above-mentioned threats would be a concern with underground lines.
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d. Property Devaluation Resulting from Powerline Intrusion.
The Draft EA’s conclusion that the Project would result in minimal loss of residential property
values is flawed by relying on a single study of residential areas in New England.75 There are many
reasons why the study should be discounted as an ‘apples-to-apples’ comparison to property values in
central Arizona.
First, the study’s authors (Chalmers and Voorvaart 2009, herein referenced as “Chalmers and
Voorvaart”) acknowledge the paucity of recent literature available on this topic. Chalmers and
Voorvaart note that older literature (pre-2000) is extensive, but that “it is of uneven quality” and
further, “[s]ince attitudes, behaviors and their reflection in the market can change over time, it is
important to have contemporary evidence on the question of possible property value effects.”76 Yet
Chalmers and Voorvaart are relied upon by the Draft EA in concluding there was no significant impact of
above-ground powerlines on Big Park property values. This contradicts Chalmers’ and Voorvaart’s
observation that “it is important to have contemporary evidence” when some of the field data is nearly
a quarter-century old.
Second, the study included a review of the professional literature that showed a mixed – not
conclusive – result of the impact of powerlines on property values. The relevant studies in the
literature, according to Chalmers and Voorvaart, was divided almost evenly between those finding no
impact, and the other finding “negative property effects,” meaning losses to residential property value
due to nearby powerlines was “small;” almost always less than 10 percent and usually in the 3-6 percent
range.77 These inconclusive findings should not lead the Forest Service to conclude that the overall
impact on property values were “either too small and/or too infrequent to result in consistent
observable impact.”78
Third, the study was sponsored by a utility company, Northeast Utilities, and subject to industry
79

bias.

Fourth, the study was motivated80 by the proposed construction of a major transmission grid in
New England, the Northern Pass Project, in which Dr. Chalmers was subsequently employed as an expert
witness by Eversource Energy, which merged in 2012 with Northeast Utilities. A subcommittee of a New
Hampshire state agency, the Site Evaluation Committee (the “Committee” or “SEC”),81 voted
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unanimously in 2019 to kill the project that “after nearly a decade of protests and court fights” suffered
final rejection when the state Supreme Court upheld the SEC’s decision.82
The state Supreme Court’s opinion noted the testimony by Dr. Chalmers in which he concluded
that “there is no evidence that [high-velocity transmission lines] result in consistent measurable effects
on property values, and where there are effects, the effects are small and decrease rapidly with
distance.”83 Opposing experts took exception. Kavet, Rockler & Associates, LLC (“KRA”), appointed by
the Counsel for the Public (which was in turn appointed by the state Attorney General), determined that
Dr. Chalmer’s conclusions were not credible; Chalmers’ “review of existing literature was ‘selective and
incomplete’ and his review of the local market and case studies was ‘flawed and unreliable.’”84
While not weighing in on the Subcommittee’s judgment on the credibility of witnesses, the New
Hampshire Supreme Court observed that its own task was to determine whether the Subcommittee’s
findings “are supported by competent evidence in the record.”85 In affirming the Subcommittee’s
decision, the high court said the burden was on the utility “to show that the Subcommittee’s order ‘is
clearly unreasonable or unlawful.”86
Big Park Council respectfully suggests that there are two other factors that distinguish the
Chalmers and Voorvaart New England study from localized effects in the Village of Oak Creek: 1) the
more expansive, high-desert views of the surrounding area compared to New England’s heavily wooded
countryside; and 2) the economic premium this central Arizona community (Big Park) places on iconic
views of the Red Rocks and surrounding vistas.87
In contrast to the extensive forest canopies of northern New England, the APS Project is located
in a high desert area, a transition zone between desert and alpine forests. This area offers expansive
vistas, largely uncluttered by tree canopies except in a few riparian zones. According to the Draft EA,
approximately half of the Project area is Apacherian-Chihuahuan Mesquite Upland Scrub, with Madrean
Piñon-Juniper Woodland the second most common landcover.88 Tree cover in the Project area is
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considerably lower and less dense than the boreal forests of New England. A quick glance at Google
Earth maps can readily show the physical contrast between the two project areas.
BPRCC’s survey confirms Village residents’ concerns with the impact of the Project on view
corridors. In a survey question asking respondents to list their concerns, the highest number (21.7%)
selected “Impact on the view of the new powerline from your favorite vantage point;” and the third
highest number (18.2%) selected “Impact on property values.”89
And while the Chalmers and Voorvaart survey of literature found the powerline effect
disappears completely at a distance of 200-300 feet, BPRCC respectfully submits that each affected
property in the Village of Oak Creek is a more intuitive ‘fact and circumstances’ test, since homeowners
from across the valley can readily see the project route. As such, overall losses should not be based on
generalized assumptions that any losses (according to the Chalmers and Voorvaart study) disappear at
300 feet, or that more distant views are immaterial.
For example, Kel Fox Trail crosses the saddle between the two dominant mesas south of the
Village at approximately 4,285 feet in elevation while the lower parts of the Village lie at elevations
ranging from 4,185 feet at the western side of the valley to approximately 4,035 feet in elevation at Oak
Creek substation. The Kel Fox saddle is more readily visible to homes located on the up-slopes of the
north side of the valley, facing the saddle, and are situated at elevations ranging from 4,170 feet to
4,245 feet, or only slightly lower than the divide between the mesas. Thus, Kel Fox Trail at its highest
point entering the valley is at least 250 higher than the valley below and nearly eye-level to homes on
the north side. As a consequence, the 65-foot steel towers in Alternative 1 would be easily seen from
numerous vantage points around Big Park. [See Exhibits A and B.]
Anecdotally, we would suggest that many – perhaps the majority – of Village residents were
motivated to purchase property in Big Park for its outstanding scenery, the same magnet that attracts
Sedona’s 3 million visitors annually. Of course there are typically other complex factors involved in
purchasing real estate, as noted by Chalmers and Voorvaart, but view-sheds stand out as a motivating
factor in Big Park. Commendable as the authors’ effort was to isolate the property impact of powerlines
through multiple regression analysis, another expert witness in the Northern Cross project (KRA)
disputed either this specific, or very similar methodology. Part of the view-shed premium here may
have to do with the fact that the vast majority of distribution lines in Big Park neighborhoods are buried,
thereby enabling an unobstructed view of the Red Rock landscape from the doorstep, picture windows,
and patios of many homes here.
For example, we were told by one local appraiser that, depending on location, scenic views can
add 15 to 45 percent more to the home price than comparable homes without similar views.
Conversely, above-ground powerlines in this high desert community are more noticeable than in other
areas of the country. The appraiser told us that, as a rule of thumb, a powerline near a residence could
result in a 20 percent loss in value. He also noted that the lots in one West Sedona development
adjacent to a powerline were noticeably vacant while others further away were developed. A long-time
Realtor® in Sedona provided another simple rule of thumb: If you had two comparable homes, side-byside, one having an unobstructed view of a powerline and the other none, which one would you buy?
The same agent said he once showed a vacant lot in the Village to a developer along the existing APS
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transmission line and when the developer noticed the powerline he immediately told the agent he was
no longer interested in the parcel.90
As such, the Council respectfully disagrees with the Draft EA’s conclusion that “home values
near transmission lines are not...significantly affected by the view of transmission line facilities.”91 They
are. The Council appreciates the Forest Service’s review of the available literature on property losses
due to powerlines. However, we believe the single study cited in the Draft EA to reach this conclusion
was itself conclusory by indicating new powerline construction resulted in little or no impact on property
values. The Draft EA made no reference to the fact that the expert witness testimony of one of the
study’s authors in the Northern Pass litigation was strongly disputed by other expert witnesses, and was
deemed not credible by a state agency that rejected construction of a high-voltage transmission line; a
regulatory decision that was supported by the New Hampshire Supreme Court on appeal.
Summary of Alternative 1 Conflicts with Management Areas, including View Corridors,
Wildfire Risk, Power Outages and Property Devaluation.
In summary, the Council urges CNF not to approve Alternative 1 merely because the utility
company suggests there is a need for another powerline. In the context of a widely popular recreation
area, a national treasure that attracts visitors from around the world in which the single-most important
attraction are the stunning Red Rock views, Alternative 1 would diminish that experience, increase the
potential threat of wildfires, and potentially result in loss of property values and income losses to
businesses supporting the Sedona area’s $1 billion tourism industry.92
As such, absent the specific power data that APS declines to provide in justifying the project, it is
difficult to accept this company at its word – that another powerline is vital to Big Park’s social and
economic needs. We provide an alternative rationale for APS’s motivation to build the powerline, a
financial incentive laden with conflicts of interest.
II.

APS’s Stated Need for the Project is Opaque and Beset by Conflicts of Interest, Not the Needs
of Local Communities and CNF Visitors.

For many months the Council requested data from APS that would help the Council make an
informed decision on whether to support or oppose the Project. The dialogue was civil, and APS’s
responses produced snippets of information, but nothing that helps the Council fully understand the
premise for a new, above-ground powerline. Stated another way, the substantive basis that the Project
needs in order to override the CNF Management Plan’s desired management objectives are vague and
beset by significant conflicts of interest that cloud the utility company’s motivation to build a new loop.
As a result, our inquiry into the social needs for the Proposed Action (i.e., historical power
outages and future power needs) has kept the Council guessing as to what APS means when it offers
elliptical answers to specific, reasonable questions. As for the Project’s economic costs, which would be
passed on to ratepayers, the result has been generic responses, answers that omit the information
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requested, and a refusal to provide specific area-wide customer usage based on competitive concerns,
even though APS is a regulated utility without competition.93
As the decision maker in this process, CNF should require specific customer usage data from APS
in order to compare the cost-benefits of the various alternatives, consistent with a compelling social
need required for a Plan amendment.94 At a minimum, that same information should have been shared
with interested parties prior to release of the draft Environmental Assessment in order to provide CNF
with other informed, and more objective, comments.
The Council asserts that the impediments to substantive information exchanges are two
significant conflicts of interest that APS cannot manage effectively when interfacing with interested
parties or the Forest Service. First, as the primary subsidiary of Pinnacle West Capital,95 APS has an
underlying fiduciary duty to act in the financial interests of its shareholders, not its customers.96
Pinnacle West’s fiduciary duty of prudence to protect the assets of its investors must be balanced in part
by state law that requires utilities, in exchange for protected territories and periodic rate increases, to
provide reliable customer service and adhere to strict safety standards. This secondary duty – a legal
obligation to provide customers with reliable service – is what APS emphasizes to CNF in the Proposed
Action.
An illustration of this conflict occurred recently when APS promised to go to court (“…to the
Arizona Supreme Court if necessary”) to overturn a decision by the Arizona Corporation Commission
denying recovery from its customers of previous investments in a coal-fired power plant. In a letter to
the ACC a week prior to the agency’s scheduled vote, APS said that it was prepared to take legal action
against the Commission to, among other things, “provide certainty of the prudence (i.e., fiduciary)
standard that applies to our investments.”97 However, in a subsequent public statement, APS
emphasized a different stance with a PR twist, stating that “our most important responsibility is to our
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customers…”98 APS did not mention its legal obligation to protect shareholder assets, as it did in the
legal threat directed to the Commission, albeit acknowledging in its public statement that customers
“will see some near-term benefits” from the Commission’s decision denying APS recovery of its earlier
investments.99
The second related conflict of interest that APS cannot manage effectively (absent full and fair
public disclosure of customer power use) is directly related to the Project. In a nutshell, APS stands to
benefit financially (on behalf of its investors, not its customers) by building new powerlines. Each time a
new powerline is built the investment costs are eventually recovered through an increase in customer
utility bills via higher power generation and transmission fees. As part of that process, APS investors
receive increased returns and/or dividends from the construction of each new transmission line. As a
result, APS customers in the Big Park community will not only have to pay higher rates for the
McGuireville loop, but they – as well as out-of-town visitors – will also pay an intangible cost in terms of
qualitative recreational experiences in the Red Rock Ranger District.
As such, Big Park Council believes the Planning Rule of the Forest Service requires the
responsible official to consider more than just a power loop between McGuireville and Big Park. The
Planning Rule requires the official to consider factors “in the context of the broader landscape.”100 All of
this is to say that APS’s conflicts result not in a compelling, disinterested Project analysis explaining the
need for the Project, but one that is colored by the financial benefits the utility will receive over the
long-term from Project construction and delivery charges.
III.

By Approving Alternative 1, CNF Would Ignore Changing Conditions, Including Climate Change
and Federal Policy Setting Carbon Reduction Targets

As previously noted, the Forest Service’s Planning Rule requires appropriate consideration of
developments that have occurred following adoption of a national forest’s management plan.101 During
the intervening years since 2012, federal, state and local governments have increasingly begun setting
carbon reduction targets to fight climate change, and this focus on climate change has been heightened
even more since the CNF Management Plan was updated in 2018.
On his first day in office, President Biden issued an executive order directing federal agencies to
make climate change a top priority.102 Similarly, CNF’s Management Plan highlights climate change as a
significant concern “affecting ecosystem structure, function and productivity.”103

98

“Statement on ACC’s Decision on 2019 Rate Case,” APS, Nov. 2, 2021. Available at
https://www.aps.com/en/About/Our-Company/Newsroom/Articles/Statement-on-ACC-Decision-on-2019-RateCase.
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Id.
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Planning Rule at 36 CFR Part 219.6.
Id. at 36 CFR 219.5(a).
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Executive Order 13990. “…[T]his order directs all executive departments and agencies to…immediately
commence work to confront the climate crisis.” Section 1 sets forth Administration policy that, in carrying out this
charge, the Federal Government must be “guided by the best science,” and to protect the environment and
“bolster resilience to the impacts of climate change.”
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Management Plan, at 5.
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APS likewise acknowledges the long-term threat of climate change. In its most recent 10-K filing,
APS stated that it “recognizes that the southwestern United States is particularly susceptible to the risks
posed by climate change, which over time is projected to exacerbate high temperature extremes and
prolong drought in the area where APS conducts its business.104
The Council believes that APS could demonstrate its preparedness for climate change locally,
and in concrete terms, by either burying the proposed powerline underground in areas of significant fire
risk or, alternatively, working in partnership with the Council to study the feasibility of a community
microgrid that would serve three purposes: 1) reduce wildfire risk by eliminating the need for a new,
above-ground powerline; 2) reduce carbon emissions locally; and 3) promote community resilience via a
local solar-powered energy source, one with adequate battery storage capacity to address power
outages. Battery storage technology is rapidly improving in efficiency and lower costs, according to the
U.S. Department of Energy (“DoE”).105 Moreover, as noted in the Draft EA and by Clean Coalition, a
consultant retained by BPRCC, Alternative 1 could result in significantly higher long-term operation and
maintenance (“O&M”) costs.106
Financial analysts in the private sector confirm the DoE’s view regarding battery costs. Newer,
safer and more affordable technologies are becoming available with an increased focus on renewable
energy solutions. For example, the decline in battery technology costs have opened new use cases for
energy storage, with stand-alone battery storage costs estimated to decline by 15 percent per year,
according to one financial analyst,107 and an annual cost decline for lithium-ion batteries (a common
power source for batteries) of 15 percent.108 Analysts also noted that costs are expected to shrink to a
point in the near future where battery storage can compete with existing sources for electricity demand
in all but the most extreme conditions.109
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Form 10-K, Pinnacle West Capital Corporation and Arizona Public Service Company, filed with the U.S.
Securities and Exchange Commission Feb. 24, 2021, at 49. Available at
http://www.pinnaclewest.com/investors/reports/sec-filings/sec-filings-details/default.aspx?FilingId=14738074.
105

See, e.g., “When fully developed, the next generation of high-capacity, high-power batteries could economically
provide energy for hours to days and augment wind and solar photovoltaic generation resources with
characteristics similar to conventional dispatchable generators.” “Potential Benefits of High-Power, High-Capacity
Batteries,” U.S. Dep’t. of Energy, January 2020, at iii. Available at
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2020/02/f71/Potential_Benefits_of_High_Powered_Batteries_Report.pd
f.
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Draft EA, at 97. Clean Coalition, a California-based non-profit, in a February 15, 2021, meeting with Forest
Service, APS and Big Park Council representatives, stated that the O&M costs for an above-ground powerline
would run from $35-$75 million over 25 years. This is roughly the same estimated upfront cost for constructing a
12.9 mile underground single circuit ($96.1 million). Draft EA at 98. See also Exhibit E.
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“U.S. Battery Storage and Global Battery Metals Trends,” webinar by S&P Global Market Intelligence, July 28,
2021. Available at https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/events/webinars/us-battery-storage-andglobal-battery-metals-trends. See also, “Resource Adequacy – What Is It And Why Should You Care?”, Gridworks,
June 17, 2018. Available at https://gridworks.org/2018/06/resource-adequacy-what-is-it-and-why-should-youcare/.
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Adam Dorr and Tony Seba, “Rethinking Energy 2020-2030,” a web presentation by RethinkX, October 2020.
Available at https://www.ourenergypolicy.org/resources/rethinking-energy-2020-2030/.
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Supra note 107. Clean Coalition, BPRCC’s consultant estimated two separate battery storage facilities (one in
VOC and one in McGuireville) would cost $30 million for two 15 MW and 60 MWh batteries, not including $5
million in O&M costs over 25 years. [Exhibit E.] Thus, these cost estimates are likely to decline over time.
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IV.

Other Alternatives

As stated previously, the Council believes a third environmental option should have been
included in the Draft EA that offered environmental, social and economic benefit advantages, and
greater consistency with the Management Plan’s long-term goals and objectives.
For example, APS said in the February 15th meeting with BPRCC and the Forest Service that it
reviewed a battery storage alternative for the Project and, without providing specific cost-benefits or
load data requested by BPRCC’s consultant, indicated that the battery storage option would be more
expensive and not fully address the redundancy needs.110
The Council offers in Table 1 (page 23) an example of a cost analysis comparing the
environmental alternatives, based on the Forest Service’s Table 3-18 in the draft EA. Table 1 includes a
basic cost-estimate of a solar-powered community microgrid in the two impacted communities, and also
a basic cost-analysis of a related, fourth scenario illustrating the cost of installing community-wide
rooftop solar. The solar estimates were provided by electrical engineer Clay Dunsmore, a member of
BPRCC’s subcommittee reviewing this project. Prior estimates of battery storage and 25-year
maintenance costs were provided by BPRCC’s consultant Clean Coalition. These estimates for proposed
environmental Alternatives 3a and 3b could not be refined without the underlying power data that APS
has declined to share.
Nonetheless, Table 1 should provide the Forest Service with an approximate cost of an option
that doesn’t require a new powerline but offers renewable energy advantages unavailable in the two
Alternatives featured in the draft EA. Based on these rough estimates, the overall cost of APS’s
preferred above-ground option (combining construction costs with long-term operations and
maintenance over 25 years – and which would ultimately be paid by APS customers) approaches the
same cost as Alternative 2. Notably, the environmental options (residential solar installation or a
community microgrid) would be less expensive for both the Village and the McGuireville/Lake
Montezuma communities over the same time period. 111
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Clean Coalition, a California-based non-profit, had requested information from APS on “the value of energy that
is sourced locally in Oak Creek and that can provide community resilience in a manner that transmissiondependent energy simply cannot, due to the inherent vulnerability of supply lines, etc.” Clean Coalition also asked
if APS had any procurement programs for local solar via a Feed-In Tariff or other mechanisms. APS did not respond
to these requests. February 15, 2021, email from Craig Lewis, Clean Coalition, to APS.
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Calculations for residential solar are based on a cost of $9,000 per household (two persons per household,
including use of tax credits), or $9,000 X 6,345 Village residents + 4,329 Lake Montezuma residents = 10,704
residents; divided by 2 = 5,352 households X $9,000 = $48.2 million. As noted in the draft EA Table 3-18,
th
Alternative 2 does not include the cost of burial of the existing overhead line of approximate 8/10 of one mile
within Big Park, which the Council strongly recommends for burial due to previously cited concerns with, among
other things, obstructed viewsheds, property values and wildfire risk.
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Table 1-1
Project Costs
Alternative

System

Construction Cost

25-year Operations &
Maintenance Cost

Total Cost

Alternative 1

Overhead

$17.8 million

$35-$75 million

$52.8-$92.8 million

Alternative 2

Underground

$97.1 million

Minimal

$97.1 million/minimal
O&M costs

Proposed Alternative 3a

Residential solar roof
installation

$48.2 million

$78.2 million

$5 million
(battery storage)

$83.2 million

With battery storage

$30 million

Community microgrid

$24.1 million
$54.1 million
$30 million

$5 million
(battery storage)

$59.1 million

With battery storage

Proposed Alternative 3b

This upfront cost comparison based on residential power use by some 10,700 residents in the
communities of Big Park and McGuireville/Lake Montezuma does not include the benefits to the three
million annual visitors to the area. If we count just one-third of those visitors as a proxy for motorists
entering the greater Sedona area, the economic benefits to the businesses serving those 1 million
visitors is enhanced, and the qualitative benefits (sightseeing, hiking, etc.) are preserved.
However, it’s not clear to what extent APS is committed to alternative energy solutions in its
system. At a recent meeting with state utility regulators, Jeff Guldner, CEO of APS, was quoted as saying
that “the company is investing heavily in new, often unproven technologies like battery storage…”112
According to financial analysts, APS ranked last in planned capital investments this year in renewable
energy installations compared to 16 other major utility companies.113 That may explain the lack of
interest in proposing other, more environmentally-friendly alternatives to a power loop.
These environmental cost-savings, which far exceed the estimated $17.8 million cost of an
overhead powerline, also reinforce our point that APS is unable to objectively balance its conflicts of
interest. Stated another way, as a publicly-traded entity with a fiduciary obligation to protect and
enhance investor returns, it cannot provide an objective analysis of what would best serve the
communities or the Forest Service’s Management Plan. The notion of encouraging solar-generated
power sourced within and by the communities would also severely reduce transmission and power
generation fees to APS over the long-term through what amounts to a net-metering solution114.
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Ryan Randazzo, “Arizona Public Service Co. CEO threatens lawsuit as regulators debate electricity rates,”
Arizona Republic, Oct. 26, 2021. Available at
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See, e.g., Jason Lehmann, “Renewable energy capital expenditure outlook,” S&P Global Market Intelligence,
November 2019, at 9. Pinnacle West Capital (APS’s parent corporation) ranked last among major U.S. utilities in
the most recent 1- and 3-year investment periods (2019-2021). APS’s 2021 planned expenditures were $3 million.
In contrast the largest planned expenditure for 2021 was $5.38 billion by NextEra Energy, Inc. Available at
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“Net metering” is generally defined as “allowing for the flow of electricity to and from the customer…. When a
customer’s generation exceeds the customer’s use, electricity from the customer flows back to the grid, offsetting
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Moreover, additional analysis comparing the cost of electricity delivery to the project area
versus locally produced solar generation would help CNF evaluate the economic costs of the project to
local residents. The U.S. Energy Information Administration recently reported that over the past decade
major utilities have been spending more on electricity delivery, and less on power generation.115
V.

Conclusion

To-date, APS has made no concerted effort to explain to Big Park Council the need for a backup
loop, except in general terms and without providing substantive data for independent analysis. In
concept, the purpose of a loop is simple and understandable. The complexities in analyzing reasonable
and in some instances, more cost-efficient alternatives, is not. However, with more advanced
technologies becoming widely available – not to mention funding that may be available soon to state
and local governments for hardening infrastructure and adding more resilience to the electrical grid –
CNF should encourage APS, in collaboration with interested parties, to explore other, more
environmentally friendly, options.
As such, the Council respectfully asks CNF to adopt Alternative 2 but also require APS, as a
condition of its special use permit, to 1) bury the existing transmission line into the Village at the point it
would merge with the proposed McGuireville line along Kel Fox Trail and then bury the section on the
east side of Highway 179 into the Oak Creek substation; and 2) require APS to hire an independent
consulting firm, supervised directly by CNF, to explore the feasibility of a community microgrid option.116
This third alternative (the feasibility study of a community microgrid) is consistent with the Management
Plan’s Desired Conditions for Special Uses and Executive Order 13990.117 We are happy to address any
questions that you may have regarding this submission.
Sincerely,
/s/
Camille Cox
President
BPRCC

/s/
Mary Morris
Chair
BPRCC Planning & Zoning Committee

/s/
Duane Thompson
Vice-President and Chair
BPRCC APS Powerline Subcommittee

electricity consumed by the customer at a different time during the same billing cycle.” Source: Database of State
Incentives for Renewables & Efficiency, available at https://www.desireusa.org/glossary/.
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“Major U.S. utilities spending more on electricity delivery, less on power production,” U.S. Energy Information
Administration, Nov. 23, 2021. Available at https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=50456.
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“Microgrids have been identified as a key component of the Smart Grid for improving power reliability and
quality, increasing system energy efficiency, and providing the possibility of grid-independence to individual enduser sites.” Dan T. Ton and Merrill A. Smith, “The U.S. Department of Energy’s Microgrid Initiative,” The Electricity
Journal, 2012, at 84. Available at
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/06/f32/The%20US%20Department%20of%20Energy%27s%20Micr
ogrid%20Initiative.pdf
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“The [F]orest supports renewable energy production and facilitates its development consistent with land
capability, desired conditions for other resources, and public values.” Management Plan, at 104.
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Exhibit A
View corridors (in pink) of the Kel Fox Trail saddle from Hiline Trail, the southwest face of Bell Rock, and
from numerous vantage points in the Village of Oak Creek, including Transept Trail.
Hiline Trail

ec

Bell Rock

Saddle –
Kel Fox Trail
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Exhibit B
View looking south from Transept Trail toward Kel Fox Trail (Saddle at red arrow). Faint scar of existing
powerline easement can be seen running along base of mesa to left. (Photo taken July 31, 2021.)
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Exhibit C
View of the saddle where Kel Fox Trail enters Big Park; photo taken from midway up the southwest face
of Bell Rock. Red arrow indicates approximate location where APS powerline would cross the saddle.
Southbound section of Highway 179 is in the foreground. (Dec. 6, 2021.)
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Exhibit D
Rock art from what appears to be the Sinaguan era, near the Project route. (Photo taken Nov. 27, 2020.)
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Exhibit E
Slide excerpt from Clean Coalition presentation, February 15, 2020.
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