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BUTTE — Butte-Silver Bow commissioners have asked state and federal regulators to 
study whether it’s possible and cost-effective to bury a proposed high-voltage power line 
to send energy to Idaho. 

All 12 commissioners signed a letter last week sent to the U.S. Bureau of Land 
Management and Montana Department of Environmental Quality requesting the study. It 
states that since the Mountain States Transmission Intertie, or MSTI, was proposed by 
NorthWestern Energy in 2008, technology has greatly improved for burying high voltage 
lines and therefore it should be considered. 

“All we ask is if the technology’s there, would they consider it,” Dave Palmer, 
commission chairman, said Wednesday. “They should at least look at it to see if it’s 
feasible.” 

The 500-kV MSTI line is proposed to be built from near Townsend to southeast Idaho, 
running through southwestern Montana. The project has been in the works since 2008, 
but has been controversial. 

Last week NorthWestern CEO Bob Rowe called into question whether the company will 
move forward with the line. He said issues surrounding sage grouse in Idaho were adding 
hurdles to the project and said if delays continue to mount, the company may scrap MSTI 
and write it off as a loss. 

The underground proposal is another issue that opponents of the line are proposing to kill 
the project, said Claudia Rapkoch, NorthWestern spokeswoman. She said opponents are 
trying to “re-engineer” the project with the proposal. 

The agencies reviewing MSTI have received requests to study burying the line from 
several other counties and cities in southwestern Montana, she said. 

And Rapkoch said the company has already studied the feasibility of making MSTI a 
direct current line — which the line would be if underground — but it doesn’t pencil out 
for a host of reasons. 

“Most of the western grid is alternating current and we felt this line needed to be 
consistent with that in order to integrate with the western grid,” she said. “That was why 



we chose the project that we did: it’s the most proven, it’s the most reliable and the DC 
alternative was determined to be cost-prohibitive.” 

But Palmer said there could be a benefit to burying the line for NorthWestern Energy. 

“You can be a lot closer to the existing right-of-ways that are there now, so they wouldn’t 
have to purchase as much property for the right-of-ways,” he said. “They could save 
money there.” 

The request comes as state and federal regulars are preparing to release the environmental 
impact statement for the project that will lay out the route. 

Greg Hallsten, EIS coordinator with the Montana DEQ, said while it is late in the 
process, regulators will consider the request. 

“We’ll see if we can dig up any information on the technology and the economics around 
it,” he said. “We’re trying to find an engineer and an economist to give us some learned 
advice.” 

 
Read more: http://billingsgazette.com/news/state-and-regional/montana/county-officials-
ask-regulators-if-proposed-power-line-can-be/article_49488252-2167-53a3-bee1-
2533753ce73b.html#ixzz22PJC4v5G 
 


