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LAS CRUCES — A draft plan by the federal government to create 6,000 miles of utility corridors across the West
includes land in Doña Ana County.

The two proposed corridors in the county would allow a sort of fast-track application process for companies seeking to
place power lines and oil, natural gas and hydrogen pipelines on federal land.

The government has said the move, called for in a 2005 energy law, will help meet a growing demand for energy. But the
3,500-foot-wide corridors have drawn criticism from some groups in other states, which say the federal process doesn't
adequately address environmental issues.

The two routes in Doña Ana County — one running north and south and the other running east and west — would follow
existing high-power transmission lines. One of the existing lines cuts a path across the East Mesa, the Doña Ana
Mountains and north across land proposed for Spaceport America, a space vehicle launch site planned for Sierra County.

Two public comment hearings about the energy corridor proposal took place in Albuquerque on Thursday.

Hans Stuart, spokesman for the U.S. Bureau of Land Management within New Mexico, said the energy corridor plan
would simplify a process of applying for a new transmission line because an environmental impact statement — an
intensive study required in advance of major federal actions — wouldn't have to be completed for each project. Instead,
Stuart said the large-scale planning process that's currently under way would fulfill that requirement.

Still, Stuart said, studies called environmental assessments would have to be done for each project.

"There is no requirement for energy companies must use only these corridors, but if they do choose to route their pipelines
through these corridors, much of the environmental work has already been done," he said.

Dennis Malone, manager of system planning for El Paso Electric Co., said the plan that's under way is favorable to the
company.

"Any process that speeds up the capability of adding either new electric transmission lines or gas, hydrogen or oil is a
good thing, as long as it doesn't short-cut any environmental rules or processes," he said.

Several local entities said they weren't aware of the federal government's proposal.

The corridor would run, at least in some places, near El Camino Real, a 400-year-old Spanish trade route that roughly
parallels the Rio Grande.

Las Crucen Pat Beckett, a member of the El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro Trail Association, or CARTA, hadn't heard
about the energy corridor proposal until this week after questions from the media alerted him to it. Even so, the initial idea
could be troubling, he said.

"I'm concerned about the whole route because it's coming down the Jornada del Muerto, and the Jornada del Muerto is
where the trail is," he said.

The Jornada del Muerto, a 100-mile stretch of land north of Las Cruces, is valued by historians for having well-preserved
sections of the historic route.

CARTA objected last year to plans for the spaceport because of potential noise and visual disturbances the facility might
create near the trail.

The draft energy corridor plan acknowledges El Camino Real as a cultural relic that could be impacted by the creation of
corridors. The proposal, however, doesn't explore the possible effects in depth.



That's because a more-thorough analysis can't be done until specific projects, such as a the construction of a new power
line, have been proposed for the corridors, according to a federal government Web site about the corridor plan. 

The Center for Biological Diversity, which has offices in several Western states, filed suit in Arizona and California,
contending the federal government is failing to comply with its own environmental laws as it develops plans for the
energy corridors in that region.

Amy Atwood — a staff attorney with the Center for Biological Diversity based in Portland, Ore. — said the energy
transmission routes in New Mexico are part of a network, called the West-wide Energy Corridor, that's different from one
that prompted the lawsuits — the National Electric Transmission Corridor. Circumstances are better in the West-wide
corridor, she said, because the federal government is conducting an initial environmental review — something not being
done in Arizona and California.

However, Atwood said, the group still has several complaints about both proposals, including that they don't consider
impacts to endangered species and they encourage dependence on fossil fuels.

Kevin Bixby, executive director for the Southwest Environmental Center in Las Cruces, said his organization had not
heard of the energy corridor plan in New Mexico.

The public hearing in Albuquerque was the only one scheduled in the state for this phase of the plan. The federal
government also is accepting comments by fax, e-mail and regular mail. Officials have said written comments will be
given as much weight as those from attendees at Thursday's meeting.

Feb. 14 is the last day to submit comments about the draft.

Diana M. Alba can be reached at dalba@lcsun-news.com
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