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EN: Today is December 29, 1977. I’m at the office of Senator Wayne Olhoft, Democratic 
[state] senator from Herman, Minnesota, District 11. My name is Ed Nelson. 
 
Senator Olhoft, how long have you been in the state legislature? 
 
WO: I’ve been in five years now. 
 
EN: And what did you do prior to being elected? What occupation? 
 
WO: I used to raise waterfowl in partnership with a farmer outside Herman—hatching, 
raising, and then also processing for retail sale—ducks and geese. 
 
EN: Which committees have you served on in the legislature? 
 
WO: When I first got here in 1973, I was assigned to Natural Resources, Agriculture, 
Local Government, Transportation, and General Legislation. After re-election in 1976, I 
ended up on four committees: Local Government again, but then became vice-chairman of 
Taxes, Health Welfare Corrections Committee, and Energy and Housing Committee. 
 
EN: So have many of these committees been directly involved with powerline legislation. 
 
WO: Right, right. 
 
EN: Were you involved in the 1973 powerline legislation when they redid the laws? 
 
WO: Yes. I was here when we did the Power Plant Siting Act. I was, in fact, on the 
Environmental Protection Subcommittee, which processed it the first time through. It was kind 
of a learning experience, just going through that, because we really hadn’t ever attempted to site 
lines by an organized process before. So we were kind of looking for ways—and as you sat there 
in committee you just had to say, you know, what seems like would be the most just and fair 
way of siting it, if you were to set up an ideal procedure. Of course, in the process, you have 
different viewpoints you have to give on this and get on that. After the experiences of 1974, 
1975 and 1976 in siting some of the other lines—the big lines that first started coming through—
we began to see places where we needed to improve the act, and we did come back, and in 1977, 
we were able to add quite a few amendments this year. 
 

Minn
es

ota
 P

ow
erl

ine
 O

ral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



 34

EN: What was the reason for that legislation at that time? What was the situation like before 
that? 
 
WO: My understanding was that as major transmission lines had been built, many people felt 
that they had been treated very unfairly, or that there had to be a better way to site the lines on 
this happening because—my understanding of it is that a transmission line was—the companies 
expressed a need for it. So then they would look at maps and sit down and say, “All right now, 
here is where we have the source of power, and here’s where we want to send the power,” and so 
what’s the shortest distance between two points, but a straight line. They’d make a few 
adjustments for different environmental factors out there, and build their line in whatever place 
seemed to be best for them. Of course, they’d had the power of eminent domain, so they could 
proceed to put their line just pretty much wherever they wanted. 
 
If local people objected, they were at the mercy of the power company to have compassion on 
them and to make the adjustments which they requested. Some companies were very good at 
public relations and making adjustments as tolerable as possible. But, on the other hand, there 
were other companies who didn’t. And the legislature observing that frustration out there said, 
“Now, siting a powerline affects a lot of people and there ought to be more opportunity for 
citizen input.” 
 
So the whole theme of the legislature working on the Power Plant Siting Act of 1973 was citizen 
participation. How can we increase the citizen decision-making part of where a line should go? 
So rather than the power company being the only one who decides where the line goes, we then 
gave the authority to citizens advisory committees, as setup by the Environmental Quality Board, 
who actually has the final authority now, and then, too, after we first set this up back in 1973 to 
decide where it goes. I think that’s a good concept. 
 
I think the concept makes sense. That rather than just having a few corporate staff people sit 
down and site a line, that actually the whole citizenry has a chance to be represented through a 
few of their colleagues or comrades who would go ahead and site it. 
 
So, I think there was very, very good intent involved, but as it turned out, the first line that was 
attempted to be sited in the Power Plant Siting Act got all snarled up, because it went through the 
process entirely backwards.  
 
There are three laws which affect siting of transmission lines in Minnesota. One was the one 
we’ve spoken of: the Power Plant Siting Act, which has a section for transmission lines. Another 
is the Certificate of Need law, which allows the Energy Agency director to determine whether or 
not there’s a need for additional power transmition. The third law is Environmental Policy, 
which requires an Environmental Impact Statement. 
 
Well, under normal procedures today, now that all three of those laws are in effect, a power plant 
that was proposed or a power company working on a transmission line would, number one, get a 
certificate of need from the Energy Agency; then they would go from there to get an 
Environmental Impact Statement, and with some overlap in coordination, do the siting of the 
plant or the line. 
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Well, United Power Association and Cooperative Power Association’s proposed project of a 400 
plus or minus kilovolt direct current line from North Dakota down to Delano, Minnesota got 
caught in the process at the very time we were passing those three laws. When they first started 
siting the line, they were going entirely under the old process, where it was all local control. The 
local townships and counties could set up tough ordinances to regulate powerlines. 
 
However, Supreme Court decisions have clearly indicated that never does a local unit of 
government have the authority to stop a powerline. They can only regulate it for health and 
safety. So, the townships were beginning to cope with this and trying to get themselves together 
in 1974 to put some ordinances together to stop the line. That is what their intent was, I think, in 
many cases, but—to regulate the line. Well, the power company began to see that they were 
going to end up with probably about 100 lawsuits. Every little townships was going to sue them 
or they would have to sue the township to ease up on the regulations, which were 
unconstitutional and or illegal. 
 
And so they began saying, in early 1975, I think it was that, you know, “We just can’t go this 
route at all. It’s better for us to go under the new, recently passed Power Plant Siting Act and 
have this overall statewide committee site it for us.” The local people saw local control whisked 
right out of their hands, supposedly. So this caused a lot of antagonism and caused the UPA-
CPA project to run into an awful lot of opposition, which it continues to three years later. But 
this happened after they exempted themselves from what is called a grandfather clause in the 
Power Plant Siting Act. In other words, they had the choice. They could stay under the process 
that they had started, or they could go under the new process. They gave up their grandfather 
rights, and went under the new process. Then the other two laws were passed very nearly at the 
same time. The Energy Agency Act that they used to create the Energy Agency and they put the 
Certificate of Need law in. That passed in early 1974. So then that came onto the scene.  
 
Then also the Environmental Policy Act had been passed in 1973 with the Environmental Impact 
Statement. So then they went ahead and they got their Environmental Impact Statements and 
assessments. Then finally we caught them in a position where we as the legislature were also 
able to require them to go for a Certificate of Need.  
 
Well, what you’re seeing here is a process implemented entirely backwards. UPA-CPA ended up 
exempting themselves and beginning to use the citizens to site the line. Then they picked up and 
finally did an Environmental Impact Statement. Lastly, they went and got the Certificate of Need 
and said, “Oh, yeah, by the way, we do need the line.” They were pretty much a victim of 
circumstances, because of the sequence, the dates at which the laws were passed by the 
legislature, and when they had started their project.  
 
This added a great deal of confusion to the layperson out there in rural Minnesota, because they 
could only see what was happening to them and weren’t able to stand back far enough and 
begin to realize how all these three acts were really implemented backwards. So they felt that we 
really goofed up the process. In actuality, it was implemented just backwards of what we’d 
always designed. But because of the time implementation dates, it really went wrong for us. 
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So that, I think, is also a contributing factor to the major controversy in CPA-UPA. They were a 
victim of circumstances, of how good laws were implemented in the wrong sequence. 
 
EN: You mentioned a theme of citizen’s input. Was that carried through into the new legislation 
then? I guess what I’m asking is, do you think the 1973 legislation was good legislation, but it 
was circumstances that fouled it up? 
 
WO: Yes, I think that the structure and basic design of the 1973 Power Plant Siting Act was 
good and that it has in it all of the necessary elements to allow for effective citizen participation, 
but because of the backward sequence, it didn’t allow that to function properly, and so people 
got a misimpression of how it was intended to operate. 
 
Now we did add some amendments in 1977. I think the amendments improved the law and 
improved the way it functions, and it dramatically emphasizes the need and requirement for 
citizens to participate. But I would be unwilling to say that the 1973 law was really all that 
inadequate. It was a good tool. We improved it. But it wasn’t all that bad to start with. 
 
EN:What sort of options did you add then this spring? 
 
WO: Well, I am just quickly trying to flip through some of my notes here to look at the 
summary. There was about twenty points in Senate File 896, which we passed in May of 1977. 
A lot of them dealt with current issues, which were identified by the CPA-UPA controversy. One 
of those is the requiring of annual payments to the farmer from the utility for the imposition of 
the line being on their land. That was a major provision, which was very controversial and very 
difficult to get passed. I offered the amendment which implemented the annual payment. We got 
it in the Conference Committee Report, too, what came out of there. 
 
That was a very tough Conference Committee. We had a lot of disagreement between the Senate 
and the House. We did some practical things in there that aren’t quite citizen input yet, but which 
were very important. That is that it requires an evaluation of governmental survey lines, so that 
they try to follow section lines rather than going diagonally across fields or any other natural 
division lines, particularly when going in agricultural areas. 
  
One of the other contention spots, which made citizens feel like second-class citizens, was that 
wildlife land was given a higher priority than ag [agricultural] land. The citizens were saying, 
“Well, that just isn’t the way to go.” So we responded to that, and that gave them a feel of a 
little more input and importance, I believe. 
 
Easement payments could be paid in ten annual installments, so you don’t have the income tax 
problem with the 1977 bill. Other amendments said that a farmer could have his whole farm 
condemned up to whatever is contiguous to the powerline, so that if he really feels that there’s a 
health hazard there, he can sell the whole farm. Whereas in the past, the utility only had to 
condemn the 160-foot easement or whatever the width of the easement is. 
 
I think the citizens felt that they’d gotten a little more input when we allowed the Environmental 
Quality Board to revoke, suspend, deny, as well as grant, a route permit. Previously, they felt it 
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was just a one-way street. All the EQB could do was grant. So if you went before the EQB and 
asked for a route permit, all the law said was that they could grant it. They didn’t say they could 
deny it or revoke it at a later date or suspend it at a later date either. 
 
We began to give them more input when we required that the EQB hire one person whose sole 
responsibility was to assist the citizens in learning how to effectively participate in the 
proceedings. So now we’re getting down to this citizen participation part where we literally gave 
them a staff person to advise them. Now, not in a way that an attorney can advise, but only to 
explain how the process works, because it is bewildering unless you’ve gone through it before. 
So we give chances and a better understanding of it. 
 
We allow the Environmental Quality Board to appoint an advisory committee composed of 
technical and scientific experts to do any research on controversial issues such as the health 
issue, which we’re concerned about now.  
 
We required the EQB to hold public hearings on the two routes proposed by any utility, or any 
other route which the Board deems necessary or any other alternative routes. We say that all 
these routes which are being proposed must be identified prior to the commencement of public 
hearings. That will require public hearings on the exit and entry points into the state. People 
really felt left out on CPA-UPA, because we, today, are still bewildered as to just who has the 
authority—or at least we were until we passed this law—who had the authority of setting the 
width and the place of an exit or an entry point of a powerline. So we said that the issue has to be 
addressed at public hearings. So they got a chance to talk about that a bit more. 
 
We prohibit utility employees and officers or agents from serving on the citizens advisory 
committee for routing, so that it’s more or less a citizen’s—because the utilities always get their 
pitch in at the hearing, because they have staff people explaining why they have chosen the route 
that they have.  
 
We instruct the Environmental Quality Board to evaluate several other things that they haven’t in 
the past when looking at powerlines, such as electric fields, direct and indirect economic impact 
on agrigate land, existing rights-of-ways, survey lines, future needs of additional high voltage 
lines and the advisability of ordering multiple circuiting of lines. 
 
Now I think people feel like, “Hey, you know, now we—when we talk about those issues, EQB 
must examine those as a matter of record on the hearing record and deal with them one way or 
another. There’s a number of other smaller amendments in here, but as far as citizen 
participation, it requires a utility to notify by certified mail each person who has transferred any 
interest in real property to the utility since July 1 of 1974—prior to the effective date of this act. 
That is so that the landowner may choose to sell any remaining contiguous land—the easement 
area—or make payments in ten annual installments. Because some people felt like, “Hey, I went 
out and I signed my UPA-CPA permit and easement early, and I got a low payment or whatever. 
And now all of the sudden, after you’ve changed the state law, my other neighbors are going to 
be able to have the whole farm condemned, and get rid of it because of the health hazard, or get 
the tax payment in ten different installments.” 
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This summer the hearing examiner followed our instructions from the bill to go out and hold 
hearings on adopting new procedural rules of how people can participate. And those hearings of 
the rules by the hearing examiner maximize citizen participation. Like we do a number of things 
which are very simple in those rules. We allow citizens to go up and testify without being quite 
as intimidated as they were in the other hearings. 
 
I think we’re going to do some things different.  
 
Like just the way the hearing room is set up, before you’d have utilities sitting up front and the 
EQB staff sitting up front, plus the hearing examiner. It kind of made it look like the utility was 
running the show because they’re sitting up front. They ought to be sitting with their backs to the 
audience and facing the front of the room like they’re making an appeal to get the thing through. 
But in the past the psychology of it looked just wrong. So just seating arrangements is one thing. 
 
In cross-examination, that any farmer or any person in the room can cross-examine a utility 
witness. So you felt like you didn’t have to wait, you know, and hire an attorney to become a 
party to the proceeding. 
 
So the whole process of the hearing, the way it’s conducted and when they’re trying to determine 
where a route ought to go or a plant ought to be sited is much more informal. So the average 
person can walk in and not feel intimidated, and yet go in and have some questions asked and 
then answered. Or go in and say what he wants to say without feeling like he’s going to be drilled 
by some powerful attorney or something. I think the hearing rules are probably the— The way 
those hearings are conducted are going to be more effective. There’s an awful lot of other things 
that we’ve done in smoothing out the process. 
 
A lot of the controversy over the powerline is because of perception, and the psychology of things.  
 
I think back to 1974 when some of the early hearings were going on. I remember one attorney at a 
hearing was so defensive on behalf of the utility company that any time a witness got up, he’d try 
and destroy their argument or any presentation they made. In Grant County Courthouse one night 
this gal about fifteen years old gets up on the stand and says, “Well, I don’t think we should have 
the powerline.” She’s a high school student and just kind of felt this way. Well, in return, the 
attorney comes back, and he starts drilling her, questions her so harshly, trying to, you know, 
demonstrate that she’s not qualified in biology and all these other things to make that kind of 
statement, and she begins to cry. 
 
Well, you can just imagine, the parents, the neighbors and the farmers sitting out in the audience 
seeing this well-dressed attorney from the utility come in and tear to shreds a poor little farm girl. 
You know, if he was really concerned that her testimony was going to be so terribly influential in 
stopping this massive project, he could have waited till the hearing the next night down the road, 
and put on the record information, which would have refuted anything that she had said and been 
much more discreet. 
 
So, you know, there’s a lot of perception things involved that we’ve tried to adjust in the 1977 
amendments. Hard for me to really describe here. Small adjustments just massaging the way 
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some of these things are done, not necessarily massively changing the process, but just kind of 
smoothing it out and getting to some of the fine details about how you deal with people. 
 
EN: Having talked with a couple people who served on the committees, one of their complaints 
was, “Well it was an advisory sort of thing, but we didn’t have any real say. When it got to the 
EQB, there was nobody there to represent us and they made the decision.” Does this allow the 
citizen some bite in their action? Or is it strictly advisory? 
 
WO: The citizens’ routing committee continue to be advisory only. But what happens is that 
they get to put up their route against any other route that’s proposed—one by the utility and 
probably another one that is basically some adjustments of those two proposals by the EQB staff 
trying to respond to both of the biases. Then you’re going to have the two biases there, you 
know, one’s pro-utility, and the other one’s very pro-farmer. So EQB staff is probably going to 
come up with a third proposal, and the hearing examiner may come up with a fourth proposal as 
an independent person. So when EQB sits down to make their decision, I believe that we’ve 
added provisions where it’s a little bit easier for the various proponents of the different routes to 
say why and to stand up for it.  
 
In fact, I added an amendment some place in there which requires the hearing examiner to write 
the reasons why his route deviates from the citizens’ advisory route. What we want to do is say 
that after the citizens have completed their work, if they really feel that—if the hearing examiner 
really feels that that route is in error, he’s going to have to write down on paper why it’s in error. 
The first time around, see, that didn’t happen. He just moved it. And why, you don’t know for 
sure. So what I was trying to do was strengthen the position of the citizens’ advisory committee 
by—anybody who wanted to make changes had to write down why. How much effect that’ll 
have in the long-run I really can’t say, but it seems logical that it should be kind of compelling. 
 
EN: I heard complaints about the attitudes of some of the public officials, EQB, SEA, and that 
the EQB was made up of heads from various departments, who were appointed officials as 
opposed to elected officials, and did not have to be responsive to people. Do you think that’s a 
justified thing? That this could happen or has happened? 
 
WO: Well, I have a bill in my drawer here, which is designed to abolish the present membership 
of EQB and replace it all with citizens. So obviously, I do agree that the present board, as it’s 
structured, is not as responsive as it could be to people.  
 
I think that we need to be fair, though, in making that preference and statement by realizing that 
the department heads, who do sit on there, are responsible. They are responsible for their various 
departments to make sure that Natural Resources, Health, Pollution Control, whatever their 
agency is responsible for, is taken care of in this state. If it isn’t, the governor could fire them 
immediately—without even a hearing or anything. So they—you know, the buck stops at their 
desk. There are an awful lot of issues in this state which they are supposed to be specialists, or at 
least responsible people, in. I think that we need to be fair in leveling the charge that they’re not 
responsible—they are in certain areas, but not, surely, as a publicly elected official. 
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Now the proposal that we elect the EQB is, I think, probably not entirely defensible because we 
have enough people on the ballot today where nobody knows who they are or what they’re 
doing, let alone add another twelve. You know. Who is the Public Service Commissioner? I 
mean people hardly even know who they were, let alone which one they wanted to vote for. 
 
So to add the EQB, I’m really not confident that we would end up with wholly competent, 
responsible people sitting on there. I think they’d probably end up being terribly politically 
motivated, and just people that can market themselves, and give a good illustrious image, so that 
they can go out and get votes. 
 
I would much rather see somebody who is an accountable person, such as the governor, sit down 
and appoint these people. The governor, hopefully being a responsible governor, would appoint 
very competent people, very capable people, and make sure he has the power, or will and 
pleasure, to dismiss anybody that he feels any time isn’t doing the right job. 
 
So then you start placing the burden in a place where the citizenry can get at it. Some vague 
twelfth person at the bottom of a long state ballot is not easy to get rid of. But if you’ve got some 
dude on that committee that isn’t doing the right job, is antagonizing an awful lot of people, you 
know, then the citizenry can go in the governor’s office and say, “Now look, here’s what this 
guy has done. It’s down on record. And you tell us that this is what your viewpoints are and 
here’s how you feel about the environment. They don’t match. You have the authority by the 
legislature to fire that person. We want you to fire him.” Now you have a person, who’s elected 
by the people, who can make that decision to make the change on there, to get them on or off. 
 
So I am kind of making a fairly strong, and hopefully logical case, that I’m not sure we really 
want to go to that idea of electing an EQB, but I think there is merit in shifting it from people 
who are very, very busy department heads to more the average citizenry, but yet people who are 
competent in their field. I’d hope the governor would, you know, appoint a lot of different people 
on there with different skills and interests and competences. 
 
EN: One of the things this controversy brings up is maybe some very fundamental issues, such 
as the right of eminent domain and land use. It seems like the price of land is rising all the time. 
How do you think that fits in? Do you think it’s changing, that we have to examine our eminent 
domain laws and that maybe we should take a look at private versus public use of land? 
 
WO: Yes. I think that it would be extremely healthy for a legislative committee, joint Senate-
House or even alone, to sit down and examine who does and who does not have authority of 
eminent domain and why they have it and is it still justified. I think that the conclusion would be 
that just about all of it continues to be justified, continues to be important, continues to be 
structured fairly well and accurately and really not too many adjustments to be made. However, I 
think that there is going to be a small portion of eminent domain laws—probably in a very few 
number of cases the power of eminent domain could be entirely eliminated. I don’t envision that 
that would be many. 
 
Then there’s a certain number of other cases where we could adjust the procedures by which it is 
used and who gets the authority to actually implement the eminent domain decision. I haven’t 
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studied eminent domain law, and so I don’t know that—but as a public officeholder I’ve begun 
to realize that when people out there begin saying things and kind of—there begins to become 
moods and feelings for some things, usually there’s some pretty good justification for it. When 
my folks out there start saying—and I start hearing a number of people saying, “Well, this 
eminent domain law, I really wonder if it’s all right or not,” then you know that there probably is 
something just a bit off. The mood has come to the point where a lot of people are saying it. 
 
You’ve got to be careful to just strain out one isolated incident where somebody really got hurt 
by eminent domain, and there’s a few neighbors who are complaining about that. In those cases, 
where you’re really finding a general mood of the people—that the cases are beginning to pile up 
in a sequence where we really are having that. I think we’re close to that. I think we really are. 
We could use a re-examination of that. 
 
EN: How about the energy situation in itself? Is this a sign that the transmission line is an 
outmoded technology, that maybe we should start looking at other things?  
 
WO:Well, we clearly are way past the point when we should be looking at other things. We 
shouldn’t only be just looking at them, we should be doing them. Whether or not the 
transmission line is outmoded—I doubt it. Even if we make major shifts to other sources of 
energy, I think a limited amount of transmission line construction will continue to be with us. I 
think what our goal ought to be is avoiding the need to put major transmission lines for great 
distances. 
 
Right now we’re not going to successfully avoid that for another ten years—or its alternative, 
which is shipping coal by train. My concern, as a member of Energy and Housing Committee in 
the Senate—and I have done an awful lot of study on this and just sat in on an awful lot of 
hearings—I think I’m starting to get a lot of things in balance and in view. It’s clear to me that 
we really need to get to a point where citizens in this state in unison enthusiastically review their 
lifestyles and their lives and their activities and cut down on the consumption of energy. 
 
I don’t think that’s going to happen on a widespread basis, at least, until it really starts hitting 
home—and still until you actually start falling short yourself. You know, we’ve gone through 
energy tight spots, crunches, crises, whatever you want to call them, for about four years now. 
1973 was the first biggie in recent time. People adjusted a few of their habits for a while. But it’s 
all slipped right back, or much of it—way too much of it has. Some habits never changed in the 
first place. 
 
Now the tight winter of 1976-1977, a year ago from today, people really did participate. The 
Energy Agency has got this fairly well-documented, that they said, “Now look, we’ve got three 
weeks of supply out there, and it’s really going to be tight,” and it was. My goodness! I drive the 
highway up to St. Cloud and Alexandria, [Interstate] Freeway 94, quite frequently. I’ve never 
seen in my life so many transport trucks on that road. It was just a constant buzz of transport 
trucks during that crisis. 
 
So I think there begin to become physical evidence that there was really something going on, and 
people did dial down and using less. The major source of getting through that little cruch was 
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space heating in homes and businesses. We were fortunate. We didn’t shut down a lot of our 
factories and put three million people out of work like Ohio did, because we had an Energy 
Agency, having passed the act of 1974, which had begun to monitor and hold known inventories. 
So we knew whether we were going to run out in three weeks, three and a half, five weeks or 
what it was. These other states don’t have any idea on that. Putting in a little plug here for our 
Energy Agency.  
 
My pitch then on energy is that, you know, the critical self-examination and change in existing 
habits and proposed habits of living is not going to happen until it really starts getting to home, 
where you’re short. Or it becomes tremendously expensive. Of course, the poor will begin to 
adjust first as the prices increase. Then it’ll start seeping into lower middle class and middle 
class. It’ll probably never reach the upper class, except those in the upper class who are 
conscientious and say, “Hey, I’m an American, and I’m a citizen. We’re short, and it’s just 
unconscionable for me to be consuming so much energy.” And that’s going to be a terrible, 
terrible event, and that is that when all gets said and done, it’s probably only going to be the 
dollar and economics which will pull us through the necessary adjustments on the energy 
shortage situation. 
 
EN: As a legislator, you’re, in a sense, caught between two things. You’re caught between 
providing enough energy—or in a sense responsible for it—and yet low-cost energy. Do you 
think it’s possible to provide that low-cost energy in alternative methods—rather than strictly 
conservation? Is the legislature planning on spending some state money to do that? 
 
WO: The answer is no. We clearly cannot provide low-cost energy or low-cost alternative 
energy. We can create an environment or a situation where much more alternative energy is 
brought on-line, but it won’t be cheap alternative energy. Alternative energy sources will be used 
much, much more as prices go up, because it then will become economical and competitive. I’ve 
spent some pretty serious time looking at those numbers.  
 
Solar energy isn’t too far off. If we can get a property tax exemption and a slight increase in fuel 
prices, with the solar insulation degree days that we have in Minnesota, solar will be economical 
this year, if we can get some tax breaks and so forth. Not for everybody, but for those people 
who pay cash and build their homes quickly and this type of thing. 
 
But there’s other things which I think hold more appeal, as far as alternative energy sources—but 
I consider conservation a source of energy—like earth-sheltering. Now, our Energy Committee 
two weeks ago went down to a home in Shakopee. It’s earth-sheltering. The previous week or so 
it had been about 20 [degrees Fahrenheit] below zero. They’d turned the heat off for three days 
and the temperature dropped only six degrees. 
 
EN: Oh gee! 
 
WO: The rest of us are out there sitting in trailer houses and so forth, where the heater never 
went off for three days, because it just, you know, fightin for its life to keep up with it because of 
the poor insulation and whatnot. The important part of it is you say, “Well, I don’t want to live in 
any tunnel.” I’ll have you know that I, and everybody else who went on that tour, and 
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particularly myself as I was standing there ten minutes after the tour into the house. I was just 
standing there awed. I was just saying to myself, “Marvelous, marvelous, marvelous! This place 
is just fantastic!”  
 
There was more light than either of the two houses I live in. It was more fresh and clean and 
beautiful than the homes I live in. Mine are just, you know, middle class, modest homes.  
 
You know, earth-sheltering is clearly at a point today, where you can get all the light that you 
need. You can have all the comfort and the dryness and the pleasures of any other home that you 
could ever want within reason, of course. 
 
You save eighty percent on your heating and cooling costs. Now next summer when we’re 
sitting out there and it’s 100-105 degrees, their home is going to be around 70 some degrees, 
with no air conditioning. 
 
So, construction costs are about the same. Is there fancy solar technology and all kinds of 
machines on your house? No. Just build it with a little dirt on top. Increase the strength of the 
walls and the ceiling and put the insulation on the outside of the walls rather than in the walls. 
You use poured concrete to keep the water out, and then put the insulation on the outside. Some 
of the solutions are so simple, so straightforward, that it’s almost maddening to think that we 
aren’t accepting them. The reason it isn’t being done is because we’re very faddish type people. 
And well, you don’t see anybody else doing it, and I don’t know how to do it. It can be done. It’s 
being done. 
 
It’s just that we’re not accustomed to doing it that way yet. But if we get a few pilot projects out 
there, a few demonstration homes, and people begin hearing about them and seeing them, they’ll 
get inspired. And I think people will fall right in line and do the same. 
 
So the legislature, I think, ought to be taking some public monies and setting the example, 
leading the way. Put some of those demonstration projects of earth-sheltering, solar energy and 
methane digestion and gasahol and wind energy and all these projects—and I’ve got five 
windmills going up in my district on a government project. We’re not far off. We’re doing some 
of those things. But we as government, it seems to me, have got to really jump, just leap with 
great force, and that means just basically a lot of money, and go out there and put some of these 
projects in. Show people that they’re feasible.  
 
Once people get the lead, see the example, and have some confidence that it can be done, they’ll 
be willing to risk their private capital in building their home that way. We don’t have to go back 
and bury all the existing houses we’ve got and earth-shelter them. If we can just turn around the 
new houses and get them to a much more conserving state, we’ll pass on through this energy 
crunch without severe difficulty. 
 
EN: I want to ask you a question about your job and the effects this controversy’s had on that. It 
seems like it has probably made it a lot more difficult or whatever. 
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WO: Well, the powerline controversy has given me as a young person numerous opportunities to 
mature and grow and begin to understand public controversies. I’m only twenty-six. I got in at 
the age of twenty-one. So I don’t think it would be any secret to anybody that I wasn’t 
particularly acquainted with major controversies and how they worked and the dynamics and the 
operation of them. So maybe for me—I have a very positive and very open look about the whole 
controversy. I think it’s been of great value and great benefit to me as a person, as an individual, 
as a lawmaker, as a person in a position of responsibility. It’s made me a much better person, 
much better lawmaker. It’s given me the opportunity to become involved with a lot of people and 
begin to understand the dynamics of how these things go together. 
 
Has it hurt me politically? Sure. There are some people who felt that I haven’t done enough and 
some people think I sold out to the power company. There’s other people who think that I’m 
much too far anti-powerline, and I’m not being realistic about the energy that’s being demanded 
out there. So, it’s one of those issues where it’s a no-win situation, as we say in politics. That 
doesn’t disturb me. It’s part of life, and that’s the way it’s going to work, and you attempt to be 
careful with yourself and re-examine your heart and your mind every so often and say, “Am I 
still right? Am I still in a position where I can be comfortable?”  
 
Each time you go out and you get bitterly criticized or people really take after you at a meeting, I 
don’t have a violent reaction to that. I’m probably not pleased with it. I mean we’re not all— 
Nobody really likes to be criticized, I don’t think. 
 
But it provides me an opportunity to re-examine myself and say, “Are they really right? Are they 
more right than I am? Should I move my position closer to the position that they’ve expressed?” 
So I see it as a time for re-examination. Clearly, many times I’ve adjusted my position a bit 
more. Not that my position isn’t so important. Not that they ever knew my position in the first 
place. Because much of my feeling has stayed within my own mind and heart.  
 
People have only got a sense or a feel—or thought you were this or thought you were that. They 
really don’t even know. In fact, I could show you letters to the editors of the newspaper and a 
few other documents, which would demonstrate to you that one citizen thought I was way over 
here. You know, in return, I’d send him some press releases, which indicated I’d been just saying 
the opposite thing. So, the impressions the citizens have are based on very shallow information. I 
mean they don’t have an opportunity to sit down with me for an hour and find out how I really 
philosophically think about the powerline. They catch a glimpse here, a look there. Why wasn’t 
he at that meeting? Well, he was at that meeting, so he must be this way if he was at that 
meeting. And so it’s difficult for the public to make up their own minds just about where the 
public officials are, too. 
 
So I think, overall, I find it’s a growing experience, a healthy one. 
 
It’s had some agony to it for me and for the people out there, but it’s also caused us to do some 
thinking about how much energy do we need. Is this the right way to go? And controversies to 
me are a way to increase your strength and vigor. 
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EN: Is it fair to say that it’s been a rural-urban struggle? You deal in an environment here—your 
colleagues, many of them are urban, and then you have a rural background. Is it something like 
that? 
 
WO: I’d be reluctant to say that. I find that a good number of people are what you’d call 
cheerleaders rather than leaders. It’s real easy to get out in the rural area and start leading the 
cheers saying how bad the urban guys are treating us, and that we don’t have enough votes 
anymore, and they’re voting us down, and they’re doing anything they want to. Sometimes 
that’s true. Not all the time. Part of that applies to the situation, but not all the time. There’s a lot 
of rural legislators who very clearly see the need for increased electrical power. They’re 
supporting the utilities, saying, “Yeah, we agree that the farmers have probably been mistreated 
in certain places, but we do need the power. We do have to move ahead. Let’s change the 
process. Let’s improve it. Let’s make sure people’s rights are protected. But that doesn’t mean 
we’re going to turn the whole of life around and say we’re not going to build anymore 
powerlines.”  
 
So I just don’t think that the issue is so simple that you can paint it with a brush and say it’s a 
rural-urban issue. Parts of it are. Most of it isn’t. But that’s the whole characteristic of our 
society, and that is that it is getting more complex. It’s hard work to examine issues, so people 
will simplify them. They’ll grab onto whatever sounds good, feels good, and then they can rest, 
you see. They don’t have to think anymore. They don’t have to examine every other argument 
that comes up. They already have made up their mind. You know that old phrase: “My mind’s 
made up. Don’t confuse me with the facts.” We’re all subject to that. We have to be, just to save 
our sanity. You know, you’ve just got to come to some conclusion. You just can’t wait till all the 
facts are in always. 
 
EN: How about the governor’s role, both Governors Anderson and Perpich? One chose to 
become personally involved, and the other one sort of chose—seems to be removed. Should a 
governor or legislator become personally involved in something like this? 
 
WO: It’s a matter of choice, a matter of style, a matter of timing, a matter of priority, I suppose. 
I think that either route that a person takes is probably justifiable. I don’t see any extreme 
impropriety in any of the previous actions taken by previous officeholders and existing 
officeholders. It’s a matter of judgment, how you call them, and your style of dealing with those 
situations. I suppose in numerous, major controversies there comes a time when those who are in 
a position of higher office should not allow the people in lower echelons to continue to deal with 
the problem, in turn, and end up nowhere all the time. I think that maybe a higher authority 
needs to come in and examine issues personally and find a path out of the thicket. 
 
So I think Governor Perpich probably came in at an appropriate time and began to apply 
personal effort to attempt to get out of the thicket. A year later, and we’re in a different section 
of the thicket. We still haven’t gotten out. Not that he hasn’t pointed in many directions to get 
out, and probably some of the same ones he offered a year ago.  
 
But it is important for a high officeholder to know when to get involved and when not to get 
involved, because if you get involved too early, you end up consuming enormous amounts of 

Minn
es

ota
 P

ow
erl

ine
 O

ral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



 46

your time doing things that other people really could have done to solve the controversy. You 
know, I wonder, should we have a governor, chief executive of the state, for over a year, trying 
to solve a controversy. I mean, there’s a lot of other important things to get involved in every 
controversy. It’s a judgment call as to when to get involved. I’m not saying Anderson didn’t get 
involved quick enough nor I’m not saying that Perpich has gotten involved too quick. But that’s 
really a judgment call each one has to make. 
 
EN: I guess we’ve covered just about everything on the list, in some manner or form. I just want 
to open it up to you have any more comments or things I haven’t touched on.  
 
WO: Well, I think we’ve touched on most of the areas. You really have. The overall energy 
situation is what thrust us into the controversy, as far as the fact that we need to have power by 
some definition. Of course, now that’s a major point with me. I divide that out. I say, on one 
hand, we will be demanding the power which the utilities are projecting. Do we need the power? 
No. In other words, could we live without it? I say, “Why sure we could.”  
 
What would it take? Some pretty strenuous adjustments in the way we approach our lifestyle. 
Probably some capital investments on insulation, shutting a few rooms off, a few more single 
person households becoming multi-person households. Where an elderly widow, if I may use 
that as just one example of many that could be used, finds that maybe she should live with 
several other ladies, or have some other young roomers come in and live with her or whatever it 
may be or move to an apartment and allow a young family to use that big house with several 
bedrooms, since she really probably doesn’t need that many. This is one of the big things which I 
attempt to challenge my constituency with, in small ways, when I get into meetings. If I can by 
saying, “Let’s really take a look at this.”  
 
The other thing gets into how powerlines ought to be located and so forth. I have some confidence 
that we have taken the right direction by going to a Power Plant Siting Act and setting up a 
systematic procedure of involving the citizenry. Long-range, what we do is we increase capital 
costs and increase the delays. The longer you have to jump through hoops, red tape and all the 
hassle in putting together a major project, the more interest payments you make. On the other 
hand, we probably save the environment and save some abuses and misuses along the way. So you 
have to come to a point in society and say, “All right, are the extra hoops we’ve put out there: 
Environmental Impact Statements, Power Plant Siting Committees, Certificate of Need processes, 
how many hoops can we start putting out there before we start getting point of diminishing returns, 
where it’s really costing us more than it’s worth?” I’m not sure we’ve—I think we’re close to a 
center point where we’re somewhat balanced. 
 
The problem is, we’re so caught up in an existing snarl that was exacerbated by a reverse 
sequence of events in governmental statutes, and we really don’t know whether the process 
works smoothly or not, because we’re still waiting for a major transmission line to be built under 
the new sequences and new bills. So, I suppose it is yet to be seen what’ll happen, whether this is 
the exact procedure to follow.  
 
But I think it’s typical of life as it really is. It’s people with special interests and concerns that 
affect them, and which you’ve mentioned, have become problems because one person has one 
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interest, and another person or group, corporation, has another set of interests, and they begin to 
conflict. You have a problem, and you usually rise to a higher force to begin to attempt to solve 
and deal with that, and the legislature has. We’ve proposed one method of dealing with that 
problem. Whether it will be a long-lasting solution, it’s hard to say.  But I think it’s a credible 
and reasonable product. I think that posterity—I hope and pray posterity will look back on us 
and say that they tried, that they made the adjustments as well as they could. It ought to establish 
a system that will be as responsive as possible to the people out there, and that if it isn’t right yet, 
we can come back in and make the adjustments necessary. This isn’t too far off. So with that, I 
guess maybe we ought to stop, I guess, otherwise we get too far along. 
 
EN: Okay. Thank you very much. 
 
WO: Thank you, Ed. 
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