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Pressure from homeowners, local politicians and the state's largest utility has complicated 
the decision about where to locate new high-voltage power lines in Wauwatosa. 

American Transmission Co. has analyzed dozens of potential routes to deliver power to 
the Milwaukee County Research Park, its hospitals and an expanding business corridor. 
Local residents and others have urged the company to bury the lines, an option that's 
causing concern because it's far more expensive and could set a precedent for future 
power line projects in busy urban areas. 

And for some neighbors, burying the lines could create unexpected eyesores. 

In order to move the lines below grade, ATC proposed installing "step-down" structures 
along Walnut Road in Wauwatosa. That means Mary Rose Armstrong and her neighbors 
will be looking at four tower structures near their homes, on land where beautiful trees 
stand today. 

"We're the smallest voice," said Armstrong who lives on Walnut Road. "We don't have 
the lawyers or the city or the county. We don't have those people working for us, because 
they want it in our neighborhood, so they're throwing us under the bus and working hard 
to do it." 

The plight of the Walnut Road neighbors is one twist in what's become an unusual and 
complicated power line battle that state regulators will have to referee. 

In a typical power line case, ATC proposes two routes for the state Public Service 
Commission to consider. In this case, regulators will be asked to select from 10 
alternatives for a north-south line and an east-west line - each about two miles long. 
Compared with the much larger power line projects that stretch hundreds of miles, this is 
a tiny project. 

"What the community found in the last several months is how difficult it is to really site a 
transmission line through a congested urban area," said Anne Spaltholz, ATC 
spokeswoman. "That was the same difficulty we faced early on in identifying possible 



routes. We want to ensure a reliable source of power but also want to minimize the 
impacts to the extent that's possible." 

A coalition of political and civic leaders has come together to sign on to support an 
expensive proposal to bury the lines. That plan is supported by the mayors of Milwaukee 
and Wauwatosa as well as the chief executive of We Energies and county leaders. 

The broad showing of public support is an attempt to sway the PSC, which in recent 
years has rejected as too costly proposals to bury new power lines. 

Underground lines typically cost at least four times and sometimes 14 times as much to 
build, according to a PSC analysis. In addition, power restoration times for buried lines 
are much longer while the "life expectancy for an underground line - 50 years - is 30 
years shorter than a typical overhead line. 

Including the cost of a new We Energies substation, estimates for this project range from 
$34.2 million to $51.5 million, according to the PSC. 

It's likely that at least a portion of the two-line project will be buried near the new 
substation because of a special status for power reliability required by the Milwaukee 
Regional Medical Center - home to major medical complexes known as "trauma centers." 
Burying at least one of the lines would make the hospitals less vulnerable in a bad storm 
that could theoretically knock out both overhead power lines. 

But determining which line - or lines - gets buried is no easy task, as this has created 
controversy. 

In the Walnut Road neighborhood, Spaltholz said the utility has worked to minimize the 
impact of the structures that would be needed. "But it is a very confined area that we have 
to work with there," she said. "That certainly is one of the drawbacks of that underground 
route - that you need some space to get to underground." 

In its early discussions on the project, ATC officials emphasized the higher cost to 
customers across eastern Wisconsin of burying the lines. But its stance has shifted 
somewhat, as calls to bury the lines increased. 

We Energies Chief Executive Gale Klappa signed on to letters lobbying in favor of 
underground routes. 

Burying lines makes sense under certain conditions, particularly in densely populated 
areas, Klappa said. 

We Energies is not in the business of building power lines, having shifted that 
responsibility to American Transmission. The Milwaukee utility has the second-biggest 
ownership stake in ATC. 



Opponents of the consensus routes that Klappa has endorsed say it seems out of bounds 
for the We Energies executive to endorse particular routes. 

In an interview, Klappa said the routes selected were part of an attempt to build 
consensus, and that the utility became involved after customers in the project area 
approached We Energies. 

"We certainly have a legitimate voice in the process. These are our customers that are 
going to be served by those routes, and our customers asked for some input," he said. 
"And we were happy to give it to them." 

Others supporting various alternatives for underground lines are the city of Milwaukee, 
Milwaukee County and the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, which is building its 
Innovation Park at the County Grounds. 

Also supporting burial of the line on the north-south route are Milwaukee Montessori 
School and St. Therese Church along 95th St. Others want to keep the line away from 
Underwood Creek Parkway, or from the Oak Leaf Trail and its bike path. 

The City of Wauwatosa wants lines buried in corridors where future business 
development is eyed. 

"To preserve the city's economic potential, it is crucial to have electric transmission lines 
placed underground to the greatest extent possible," said Wauwatosa Council President 
Dennis McBride in a filing with the PSC this month. 

The east-west proposal initially endorsed by Wauwatosa and Klappa was judged to be far 
too expensive, at $28 million, said Pete Holtz, ATC project manager. 

Wauwatosa's City Council voted 10-5 this month to come up with another alternative - 
one that would end up burying the line in two spots but move above ground for a portion. 

Doing so reduces the overall cost by $7 million while allowing lines to be buried near the 
research park to encourage "future business/technology park development," Holtz said. 

Two projects, outcomes 

Economic development arguments didn't win votes for the City of Madison when it 
unsuccessfully lobbied to bury a power line that has now been erected along the Beltline 
highway. 

State regulators rejected that plan as too expensive. 

But in a separate project, ATC proposed to bury a line in the city of Madison, for one of 
three miles, after requests by both the city and residents concerned about the loss of trees 
and panoramic views on the far east side. 



In that case, former ATC vice president Mark Williamson said, building underground 
was justified because the utility would have had to condemn several homes to build an 
overhead line. 

Williamson, who still consults on transmission projects around the country but has not 
studied the Wauwatosa project, said that during his time at ATC the utility was reluctant 
to propose burying lines. 

"Once you start that, everyone has the same argument - why is that one underground? 
What about mine? You don't want to open up the Pandora's box because the price is 
going to go up dramatically," he said. 

For regulators, the local interests jostling to locate the line somewhere else or bury it need 
to be balanced against the pocketbook interests of customers across the state that could 
have to pay up to $10 million per mile for a power line project. 

PSC spokeswoman Kristin Ruesch said there's no simple rule of thumb that it uses to 
decide when to bury a line. 

Evaluating routes, she said, "involves the impacts of overhead versus underground and 
the availability, or lack of availability, of better options." 

If you go 

Hearings on the project are planned for Tuesday at Wauwatosa City Hall, 7725 W. North 
Ave. A "technical" hearing involving PSC staff, ATC and stakeholders in the project will 
start at 9:30 a.m. Public hearings are slated for 1 and 6 p.m. 

A final decision on the issue by the PSC is expected early next year. 

 


