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News Release 
 

Failing Grade for 
Underground Power Line Feasibility Study by Alberta Energy  

 
(Edmonton) April 8, 2010. An underground power line feasibility study recently placed on Alberta 
Energy’s website gets a failing grade from RETA (Responsible Electricity Transmission for 
Albertans). 
 
On April 6, 2009, Strathcona MLA David Quest’s Private Member’s Motion regarding 
underground power lines was unanimously supported in the Alberta Legislative Assembly by all 
parties. The Motion was, ‘Be it resolved that the Legislative Assembly urge the government to 
immediately investigate the feasibility of constructing underground transmission lines to 
determine if they are a safe and viable option for transmitting high-voltage power.’  
 
In response, Alberta Energy commissioned Stantec in May 2009 to conduct an underground 
feasibility study, as part of a larger study on transmission options. News reports indicate that the 
report was to have been completed by the summer of 2009. Instead, the final full report and 
summary report were posted on Alberta Energy’s website in February 2010, almost 6 months 
following its expected release. 
 
Well before the report was completed and in the absence of any facts, previous Alberta Energy 
Minister Mel Knight put the damper on underground power line technology by publicly stating that 
it was too expensive and the technology simply hadn’t been developed for our cold climate here 
in Alberta. 
 
“The 10-page summary report goes out of its way to suggest that burying a 500 kilovolt line is just 
not a good idea, but does a very poor job of backing up this claim with facts”, said RETA 
President, Bruce Johnson. “Based on our preliminary review of this poorly-written report, it’s 
almost as if its writers forgot to research the literature or discuss underground technology and 
costs with cable experts from around the world”, Johnson continued. “They completely ignored 
the facts on health, safety, property value and environmental effects of overhead high voltage 
power lines.”  
 
The report is full of superlatives, and repeats over and over how ‘very expensive’ and ‘prohibitive’ 
undergrounding is, and that the old way of transmitting electricity above ground is still the best. 
“This report is absolutely the most off-side and out-of-touch report on undergrounding I have ever 
read”, said RETA Secretary, Bryan Bradley, “and I’ve read a lot.” He continued, “Everything we 
have read and heard from the cable experts in Europe clearly indicates that underground 
technology has been around for many decades and has been used successfully all over the 
world. And even the most recent underground feasibility study conducted for the Alberta Electric 
System Operator (AESO) shows that burying high voltage lines is both technically and financially 
feasible and very reliable. I’d like to know just what kind of expertise and experience the Stantec 
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report writers had, because it appears to us that they’re back in the Paleozoic era, whereas the 
wave of burying high voltage power lines is here, like it or not.” 
 
“The report goes as far as suggesting that the environmental impacts of burying power lines is 
greater than for overhead lines, which is absolutely absurd”, said John Kristensen, VP Technical 
of RETA. He went on to say, “Overhead high voltage power lines kill about 175 million birds a 
year in the U.S. alone, which is more than the total number of birds killed annually by hunting. 
Buried power lines do not kill a single bird per year, or ever for that matter. As a biologist, I cannot 
believe that a government department would endorse a report that completely ignores the 
environmental impacts of overhead lines, in a very weak attempt to paint a glowing picture of 
overhead lines.” 
 
“Alberta Energy’s report also completely ignores the volumes and volumes of scientific and 
medical peer-reviewed literature on the negative health effects of overhead high voltage power 
line electromagnetic fields (EMFs) and the corona effect”, said June McNeil, VP West TUC of 
RETA. “Just as the International Commission for Electromagnetic Safety has indicated……it’s no 
longer possible or acceptable to ignore the facts which show negative EMF effects at the 
molecular, cell, animal and human epidemiological levels.” 
 
“Tables presenting advantages and disadvantages of overhead and underground lines shown in 
the full report and summary report don’t even match”, stated Johnson. “It appears as if someone 
told the people writing the summary report to add some more points to make undergrounding look 
even less feasible than the full report does. We are seriously contemplating seeking some 
clarification in this regard from Alberta Energy through a request under the Alberta Freedom of 
Information and Protection of Privacy Act.”  
 
With respect to costs of burying power lines, the report’s estimates are significantly higher than 
others suggested by cable experts in Europe and even higher than suggested in the recent 
consultant’s report to the AESO. Sherwood Park Greenbelt VP of RETA, Brian Heck, said, “We 
cannot believe the extent to which the Alberta Energy report exaggerates the costs to bury high 
voltage power lines. This is very unprofessional, and a clear indication that Alberta Energy just 
does not want to join the 21st century, when it comes to electricity transmission.” 
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