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 SAN FRANCISCO - Environmentalists sued the federal Department of Energy Thursday over its designation of a corridor in
California and Arizona where new electric transmission lines could be built, arguing environmental impacts had been ignored.
 The suit, filed in U.S. District Court in California's Central District, in Los Angeles, objected to the Energy Department's October
designation of the Southwest National Interest Electric Transmission Corridor.
 The federal government identified the area, encompassing seven counties in Southern California and three in Arizona, as needing
new and improved energy-delivery infrastructure to keep up with demand.
 The Environmental Policy Act of 2005 gave the Energy Department the power not only to designate the corridors but also to expedite
the approval for new transmission lines within them. Critics said that means overriding state or local environmental restrictions.
 Lawyers representing the plaintiff groups, the Center for Biological Diversity and the Western Environmental Law Center, argued
that the government violated the National Environmental Policy Act, the Federal Power Act and the Administrative Procedure Act
when it failed to subject the whole of the corridor to a full-blown environmental review before making the designation. Instead, the
government would analyze only site-specific impacts for individual transmission projects within the corridor, said Amy Atwood, staff
attorney with the Center for Biological Diversity.
 "The problem with that is it doesn't have the broad scope of analyzing the rangewide impacts to species in the corridor," Atwood
said. "If you're only myopically looking at one project, ... you're not going to be able to meaningfully assess what the overall effect is
for a species rangewide."
 The complaint also criticized energy officials for not considering alternatives, such as conservation or local generation of power.
 The 70,000 square miles included in the designated area encompasses 3 million acres of national parks and national wildlife
refuges. It also provides critical habitat for at least 95 species listed by the government as threatened or endangered, the complaint
said.
 It encompasses the Southern California counties of Los Angeles, Orange, San Diego, San Bernardino, Kern, Riverside and Imperial
and the Arizona counties of La Paz, Yuma and Maricopa.
 Energy Department officials dismissed the suit's claim that environmental review was necessary in the decision.
 "Designation of corridors, as directed by Energy Policy Act of 2005, in and of itself has no environmental impact, but instead
identifies a problem and shines a spotlight on areas of the country that are experiencing or could experience interruptions in power
supply," Julie Ruggiero, a department spokeswoman, said in a statement. Ruggiero said designating the corridors encouraged taking
a regional and national approach to the issue.
 A coalition of environmental groups, including the National Wildlife Federation, announced Thursday its intent to file a similar suit
over the only other designated corridor, located in the Mid-Atlantic region of the country.


