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RETA  c/o  23324 Township Road 515, Sherwood Park, AB   T8B 1L1 
 
              November 5, 2010 
Honourable Ed Stelmach 
Premier 
Room 307, Legislature Building 
10800 – 97 Avenue 
Edmonton, Alberta   T5K 2B6 
 
Dear Honourable Premier: 
 
Re: Our Recent Meeting with You to Discuss Burying the Heartland Power Line 
 
We want to sincerely thank you for meeting with us on October 25, 2010, to discuss the 
merits of burying the proposed double-circuit 500kV Heartland Transmission Line. 
 
A high voltage power line of this magnitude has never before been built this close to as 
densely populated an area as that located along AltaLink’s and EPCOR’s “preferred” 
route through Sherwood Park; and south, east and northeast Edmonton. Based on the 
proponents’ estimates, there are 4,600 homes within 800m of the proposed line, directly 
affecting over 10,000 residents of Edmonton and Strathcona County. (And we are aware 
that many additional homes within 800m have not been included in this count.) There 
are also many businesses and schools within 800m of the proposed line. 
 
The proponents recommend building 73-metre-tall (240 feet) towers and lines, the tallest 
power line towers ever to be built in Alberta. This is as tall as a 24-story building, and is 
twice as tall as any power line towers currently found in our province. And, they will be 
built every 300m or so which means that, within the average person’s field of view, many 
of them will be visible at a time. Is this the type of legacy the Alberta Government wishes 
to leave behind for the next 60 years, which is the estimated life of the infrastructure? 
 
As you will recall, I showed you this picture which I think really puts these massive 
towers in perspective... 
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We don’t debate that the government has a duty to build for the future but since the 
proponents have indicated they will be energizing the line to only 450MW per circuit 
(15% of its 6,000MW capacity) until 2027, and then to only 30% of its capacity 
afterwards, why would we expect Albertans to pay now for the 85% of this line that is in 
disuse up until 2027.  This makes no sense, particularly when the infrastructure is 
designed to last 60 years. Surely, it would make more sense to build something smaller 
now and then to re-evaluate near 2027 when the technology will have improved 
significantly. 
 
There is a much more reasonable approach and that is putting the line underground.   
Underground lines are safer, more reliable, cheaper to operate and can be "staged" or 
built to meet medium term need and then additional capacity can be easily added later.   
 
With above ground or "aerial" lines, you have to build the towers to support the 
maximum capacity you ever expect to use, right from day one, and carry the 
infrastructure costs until all of the energy is needed, often for decades.  The 500kV lines 
along the Anthony Henday are a good example of this; they were commissioned in 1988 
and only one of the pair of circuits has been energized to 500kV and that happened last 
year.  Twenty-one years of infrastructure costs, and still only one of the two circuits has 
even been energized to its rated voltage. 
 
We have spoken with several world-renowned experts on underground technology and 
several things are clear: 

 
1. The costs being suggested by the Heartland Project Team for the underground 

portion of the Heartland line are hugely inflated.  Perhaps that's not surprising 
when AltaLink's Montreal based parent, SNC-Lavalin, specializes in the design 
and building of large steel structures but has no experience in ultra-high voltage 
underground. 

 
2. The in-service dates for the Heartland line with partial underground could be 

brought in line with the dates for aerial lines if the project team wanted to.  We 
have this on authority from the former chief engineer of the project who has since 
left AltaLink. 

 
3. With staging, it would be possible to bring in a partially underground solution that 

met the forecasted needs of the Heartland Project (until at least 2027) for less 
than the $580M the team is projecting for an all above-ground solution.  It could 
then be expanded if needed or perhaps alternatively, superior solutions will exist 
down the road.  With aerial lines, Albertans will need to pay now for the 85% of 
the line that isn't even used up until 2027 (not to mention the 70% that is 
estimated not to be used after that). 

 
4. The only way to get a true read on the cost is to bid the project out in a 

competitive bidding process.  May the best company win.  And the only way to 
build it sensibly (instead of paying for 85% of disused infrastructure) is to have 
companies offer solutions that meet the needs of Albertans - not the needs of the 
transmission companies.  Oversight is required. 

 
Another benefit of burying the Heartland line is the much narrower right-of-way required 
for an underground line (9m or 30 feet) compared to the above ground line (65m or 215 
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feet). An underground line would be much better use of the land within the Edmonton 
and Sherwood Park Greenbelts, leaving more land for the many other pipelines planned 
by the oil and gas industries. 
 
In addition to the hugely inflated costs from the Heartland Team (according to one expert 
two times the real cost) many costs associated with building the line above ground have 
not even been included (e.g., pipeline corrosion mitigation costs, new substation costs).  
 
Accelerated pipeline corrosion (up to 10mm/year) caused by induced currents from a 
proposed Heartland overhead line within the Sherwood Park Greenbelt is a huge safety 
issue and mitigating this risk will be costly. (There presently are over a dozen pipelines 
running along this Greenbelt, some of them carrying extremely flammable and explosive 
products like ethylene gas.) 
 
A properly designed underground line that is energized close to its capacity is much 
more efficient than an equivalent aerial line.  Underground lines experience significantly 
lower line loss (electricity-to-heat) than do above ground lines – as much as 66% less. 
On top of this, maintenance costs are much lower and you don't need to worry about ice-
storms, tornadoes or other natural phenomena. 
 
Real estate experts have stated that above-ground power lines can devalue property 
values by as much as 40-50% for up to 2.5km from these lines. And these estimates 
were based on the more common 35m tall towers…remember that the Heartland towers 
will be 73m tall, thereby affecting property values even more and for a greater distance.  
Even a conservative estimate of 15% in property devaluation will cost a small group of 
Albertans over $300M.  Why is this cost not factored in to the cost of above ground 
lines?  Surely you don't agree that thousands of Albertans should have half of what they 
worked for all their lives wiped out for the lack of government and industry seeking better 
alternatives? 
 
I know that the transmission companies and Alberta Energy and the AESO maintain that 
there are no health effects from living near transmission lines, citing Health Canada and 
the World Health Organization.  I won't even begin to tell you why these agencies are 
completely offside with hundreds of studies that have been published in peer-reviewed 
journals (like the British Medical Journal to name one) that show strong correlations 
between power lines and numerous forms of cancer, Alzheimer's, birth defects, heart 
disease and so on.  Let's face it, Health Canada still states that smoking "may cause 
cancer" on cigarette packages.  Apparently they aren't sure yet. 
 
But rather than arguing about whether or not there are health impacts, I ask you to 
consider two things: 
 

1. Even if you choose to ignore these studies don't you think that the stress related 
to people worrying about their children or their properties because of these aerial 
lines will have serious health impacts?  What is the cost to our medical system 
from stress-related disorders? 

 
2. If these studies are wrong and power lines don't cause cancer, but we decide to 

bury the lines anyway, well, the world will look a lot better, people's property 
won't be devalued and our children will thank us for not leaving a 60 year 
monument to our transmission companies' ambition on Alberta's landscape.  If, 
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on the other hand, the health studies are right and we choose not to bury the 
lines, children will die. 

 
Surely it makes sense to be safe rather than sorry, especially if there are alternatives 
that won't cost any more. 
 
As I mentioned in our meeting, while I haven't personally been involved with building this 
kind of infrastructure project, I have managed a company with a large number of 
engineers.  I can tell you, from experience, if you ask a group of engineers how much it 
costs to build a particular project you'll get an answer you probably won't like.  If, on the 
other hand, you ask them to build it for $x and charge them with figuring out how to do it, 
you'll get a completely different answer. 
 
When all of the above factors are taken into account, burying a portion of the Heartland 
line and running the remainder above ground can be accomplished for a lower overall 
cost than running the entire line above ground. The only way to get an accurate estimate 
of the costs to underground is to ask numerous companies to submit competitive bids. 
 
We would welcome the opportunity to have a session with you, underground experts, 
AESO, EPCOR and AltaLink behind closed doors to discuss the underground costing 
element of the Heartland Project. 
 
Premier, with respect to the proposed 500kV HVDC power line proposed by ATCO that 
runs through your constituency, because it is a direct current (DC) line greater than 
300km in length, the entire length from Gibbons to Brooks could be buried at about the 
same cost as an above ground line.  Again, our information comes from world-renowned 
experts in underground technology.  If the costs are about the same, then don't 
Albertans deserve to be able to choose?  When inadequate compensation for 
landowners is the only option that has been put on the table by the transmission 
companies everyone assumes that it is the only choice.  I can assure you it is not. 
 
There are many countries in the rest of the world that are looking at burying high voltage 
power lines as the rule rather than the exception. For example in Austria, any lines 
running within 400m of residential areas must be buried by law.  Spain, Italy, Sweden 
and the U.K. have legally binding limits to the amount of high voltage line 
electromagnetic radiation permitted near homes, schools, daycare centres and hospitals, 
which means more lines are buried. In Washington, one County restricts overhead high 
voltage power lines to industrial areas – elsewhere, they must be buried.  And there are 
many other examples.   
 
When we met with you October 25, we did not get a chance to discuss many other 
concerns with the Heartland Facility Application. One of the more serious concerns is the 
very flawed process to select the most appropriate route for the line. We had been told 
by AESO and proponent officials very early in the process, even before the initial four 
potential routes were identified, that the Edmonton and Sherwood Park Greenbelts 
would be selected as the preferred route. When one subsequently follows the route 
selection process in detail, it is obvious that the data and statistical analyses of these 
data are significantly skewed and biased in favor of an Edmonton and Sherwood Park 
Greenbelt preference. We have ample proof of this. 
 



 5 

And when, thanks to Dave Quest, the possibility of putting the line underground was to 
be explored, the standards for failure used in the AESO-commissioned study were set 
significantly higher for underground lines than for the above ground portion which 
obviously inflated the underground costs even more. 
 
This pattern of behaviour has gone unchecked for over two years and we are hoping you 
will intervene.  In the short time that we talked, I have become convinced you are an 
honest and decent man and a leader who wants to do the right thing for his people.  We 
are putting our hopes in you. 
 
We have spoken with electrical engineers other than those who work for AltaLink or 
EPCOR, and they have indicated to us that there are better and shorter routes for the 
Heartland line that would impact far fewer people. For example, there is one route that 
runs through the Edmonton and Sherwood Park Greenbelts (TUC) to about Baseline 
Road and then runs cross-country to the south part of the Industrial Heartland that would 
be about 20km shorter than the one proposed by AltaLink and EPCOR. The entire 
length of this much shorter line could be buried for the same price as building the entire 
AltaLink/EPCOR “preferred” line above ground. Premier, this is just one example of the 
many better solutions to the Heartland Project if the selection process was more 
creative, open to reduced costing options, and open to better technologies. 
 
At our meeting, you mentioned the oversight committee, as outlined in the Electric 
Statutes Amendment Act, 2009, and the role it would play in monitoring and containing 
costs associated with “Critical Transmission Infrastructure” projects. In order that this 
committee is able to maintain its independence, and operate beyond the influence of any 
one department of the Alberta Government, we strongly recommend that you personally 
appoint its members.  A committee appointed by Alberta Energy, the AESO or any of the 
parties related to these infrastructure projects is unlikely to be independent or objective.  
It would also likely lack the technical knowledge to ensure that all of the alternatives 
have been appropriately explored.  
 
Due to our role in promoting responsible electricity transmission in Alberta, Responsible 
Electricity Transmission for Albertans (RETA) would very much appreciate the 
opportunity to be considered for a seat on this oversight committee. We would represent 
the interests of rural and urban residential electricity consumers. 
 
In summary, thank you for the opportunity to meet with you to discuss the merits of 
burying a portion of the Heartland Transmission Line. We reiterate our offer to sit down, 
behind closed doors with you, the AESO, EPCOR and AltaLink to discuss the real costs 
of burying a portion of the Heartland line. If there is any other information we can 
provide, please do not hesitate to contact us. 
 
We strongly believe that, 20 years from now, new high voltage power lines will not be 
run above ground near residential areas, schools, daycare centres or hospitals. 
Considering the Alberta Government’s interest in being an electricity generating and 
transmission leader within North America, let’s make Alberta a leader in underground 
transmission technology now. This would indeed be a legacy for which our government 
would be remembered positively.  
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As you stated May 20, 2009 at a Sherwood Park Chamber of Commerce luncheon, 
buried transmission lines and investments in new technology could one day help Alberta 
deliver environmentally-efficient electricity.    
 
Sincerely yours,  
 
 
 
 
Bruce Johnson 
President 
RETA 
 
cc: Honourable Iris Evans 
 Minister of International and Intergovernmental Relations    
 MLA, Sherwood Park 
 
 David Quest 
 MLA, Strathcona 
 
  
P.S.  During our October 25 meeting, we discussed the 20-foot maximum height 

restriction at the lowest sag point in the proposed Heartland line. The following 
quote is taken from the January 2010 Heartland Transmission Project landowner 
consultation form: “The proposed Heartland transmission line would allow for 
farm equipment up to a maximum height of 20 feet to pass safely under the 
lowest point (mid-span) of the transmission line.” 


