Railroads and Oil and Gas Pipeline Routes Could Also Carry Electricity
by Dan Gearino
One of the nagging limitations in the clean energy transition is the difficulty of building transmission lines, the heavy duty power lines that act as interstate highways for electricity.
The country needs new transmission lines to deliver wind and solar power from rural areas to population centers.
But developers who want to build the lines face years of regulatory hurdles and legal challenges because of opponents who don't want to look out their backyard windows at giant power lines.
The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission has delivered a report to Congress that talks about the many challenges, along with an intriguing opportunity: building power lines in the rights of way now used by railroads and oil and gas pipelines.  The idea is that building alongside or under existing infrastructure would make for a speedier process, require fewer regulatory approvals and lead to less local opposition.
Just the existence of the report is a step in the right direction, said Rob Gramlich, executive director of the non-profit Americans for a Clean Energy Grid.  "This report starts a national conversation to begin assessing what corridors are available out there, that could potentially be used, and what if any barriers stand in the way," he told me.
Gramlich said projects that build in existing rights of way are more likely than they were before, because of falling costs for building underground lines.  Also, the idea of leasing space is becoming more attractive to railroad companies, because they are seeing a drop in income from shipping coal, as coal-fired power plants close.
So far, there is just one major power line project proposed along a railroad line, the SOO Green project.  It would run underground for about 350 miles from Mason City, Iowa, to Plano, Illinois.  I don't know of any major project that would be along the route of an oil or gas pipeline.
The SOO project, which is still in the early stages, would transport wind energy from Iowa, Minnesota and the Dakotas to be sold in the PJM Interconnection electricity market, which runs from Chicago to the East Coast.
The FERC report shows that the SOO Green project may end up being a trend-setter, and that would be a good thing for the clean energy transition, giving owners of wind farms and solar arrays access to more places they can sell their power.
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