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EN: Today is March 17, 1978. I’m at the office of Peter Vanderpoel, Director of the State 
Planning Agency and the Minnesota Environmental Quality Board [MEQB] Director. My name 
is Ed Nelson. 
 
Mr. Vanderpoel, how long have you been with the State Planning Agency? 
 
PV: Since July of 1975, Ed. 
 
EN: And as MEQB director? 
 
PV: It’s the same time. It’s chairman of the Minnesota Environmental Quality Board. The 
director of the Planning Agency is chairman of that board by statute. 
 
EN: And what did you do prior to this position? 
 
PV: I was an editorial writer and reporter for the Minneapolis Tribune, and before that, for the 
Saint Paul newspapers. 
 
EN: What sort of educational background do you have? 
 
PV: A degree in journalism from the University of Minnesota with minors in political science 
and something else which eludes me at this point, it’s so long ago. Humanities. 
 
EN: What is your position as State Planning Agency director and MEQB director entail? 
 
PV: Well, I’m in charge of the Planning Agency, which is an agency with a number of 
responsibilities in planning and issue analysis, which works for the governor and the legislature. 
The Environmental Quality Board, which among other things in the state of Minnesota, sites 
power plants and the lines. It is a group of state department heads, plus four citizen members, 
plus a representative of the governor. So there are twelve in all: seven department heads, the 
governor’s representative and four citizens. It is staffed administratively through this agency. It 
does not exist as a separate agency of state government. It is a board and it really doesn’t exist 
until it is meeting. So the staff for administrative purposes is housed here. It was the legislature’s 
way of creating a new body without creating another state agency. And the thought was that the 
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Planning Agency is neutral, not either pro-development or anti-development, as some of the state 
agencies tend to be because of the nature of their work. And therefore the planning director 
ought to be the chairman of that Environmental Quality Board. 
 
EN: How does that fit in with the siting and planning of transmission lines? 
 
PV: I don’t understand your question, Ed. 
 
EN: Is it MEQB’s responsibility for planning and siting? 
 
PV: For siting lines and . . . I don’t understand what you mean by how does it fit in. How does 
what fit in?  
 
EN: Maybe I could ask it this way: how does the process work when a line is to be sited? Does 
an application come from the utilities to the board?  
 
PV: It’s roughly the same process in both cases, whether it’s a line or a plant. The utilities by 
law make application to the Environmental Quality Board. First let me back up. First they must 
get a certificate of need from the Minnesota Energy Agency, which means that the Agency must 
determine that there is a need or will be a need for that amount of electricity or for that line in the 
state. In the case of plants, particularly, there’s no . . . the Minnesota Energy Agency does not 
know where they’re going to be and it’s not okaying a particular plant. It’s saying that, yes, we 
agree that that there will be that need to use electricity, wherever it comes. Then the utilities 
come to the Environmental Quality Board with an application. And by law they must designate a 
preferred route or site and at least one alternate. We then look at those two possibilities and 
usually . . . in the case of lines at least, many other alternatives. In the case of plants, we have 
had only one since I’ve been here, and we looked at five other sites briefly. Narrowed it to one 
other site. So we looked at two suggested by the utility and one that we picked. Eventually, we 
sited it on one that we picked. 
 
In the case of lines, it’s a little more complex because there are many variations. We normally 
don’t look at just, you know, one route from Point A to Point B. Three separate versions of that, 
one of which would go, let’s say, on a straight line and two which would go in curves either way 
around. There are a number of possible routes from A to B. Some possibilities are just little 
changes for a mile or two from the basic route, and others would be more than that. But that 
process takes a year. We are allowed a year by statute to do that. So what we do when we get the 
application is we immediately form a citizen’s committee. And at the same time we begin to look 
at the routes that the company is proposing and other possibilities. Then in about two and a half 
to three months the MEQB says, “Alright, here are the routes we will study to see which one is 
the least damaging.” Because they’re all damaging environmentally, and intrusive to the people 
who live near them, wherever they are located. And the job is to find the least disruptive and 
least damaging route. Not a good one, because there isn’t any good one, really.  
 
Then during about the next six months we hold hearings in each county that’s affected, and 
public meetings, too. And the citizen’s committees meet very often and then, toward the end, 
they make a recommendation to us. The hearing officer, based on the testimony at the hearings, 
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makes recommendations to us. Sometimes the staff makes recommendations to us. What this 
amounts to is a balancing act. Once that certificate of need is granted and the companies apply to 
us, the question is, based on the law: where do we put it? It’s not, should we have a line or a 
plant? That’s decided in the certificate of need process. People sometimes don’t understand that. 
Our job is to locate them. We have had varying degrees of acceptance of that process on the 
cooperative’s line running from the North Dakota border here to close to the Twin Cities. We 
have had, as you know, a good deal of distrust and opposition. We have since sited two other 
lines slightly smaller—one going north and one going south, south to Mankato and north to the 
border—without anywhere near that kind of problem that’s occurring out there.  
 
EN: When did you first become involved with the CU Project?  
 
PV: Well, it was in the works when I came here. I believe that at that time we had one other 
process in routing, which I haven’t talked about because it’s no longer in the law. But at that time 
we selected alternative—very broad, maybe twenty miles wide—corridors, and then looked at 
those for six months and then chose one. And then, within that corridor that we chose, we looked 
at route alternatives for another six months. We have dropped that corridor step because it isn’t 
really very meaningful. When you look at three different swatches of land from here to the North 
Dakota border that are twenty miles wide and a couple hundred miles long, A, you can’t really 
do justice to it. It’s too big an area to look at carefully in six months. B, there isn’t all that much 
difference. You can find good routes and bad routes within any of the three corridors. There 
really isn’t . . . you can’t make a meaningful comparison in many cases. So that’s not in the law 
now. The law doesn’t require us to do that and we don’t do it. We just do the route part of it. But 
I believe that we were at the corridor stage when I came into it. And we had already, I believe, 
begun to look at three corridors. My recollection is that my first decision on it was which of 
those corridors we were going to narrow it down to. Then we began the route process.  
 
EN: As I understand it, the CU Project didn’t follow the usual process of the certificate of need 
and the process that you were describing. Can you explain briefly how it differed and what 
complications this might have caused?  
 
PV: Yes. I don’t think it caused any complications. It caused suspicions. The Certificate of Need 
Law was passed several years after the Power Plant Siting Law. And the rules under state law are 
that once a new regulatory authority is established, the state agency that’s responsible must 
publicly adopt rules saying how they will carry out that regulation. And the idea is that you have 
a prescribed process so that it’s fair, so that you don’t just make arbitrary decisions. Chapter 15 
of the Administrative Procedures Act requires that. So before you can begin to do that regulation 
you have to promulgate these rules.  
 
The Energy Agency had not had time to promulgate rules for a certificate of need before this 
routing process started on the Cooperative Power Association-United Power Association line. As 
a result, the routing process was ahead of the certificate of need process. Oh, I can’t remember at 
this point when the certificate of need was granted, but they did get one. They got it later in the 
process than they would normally. It’s the kind of thing that happens every time you have a new 
law. And I know that the opponents think it’s an indication that the state didn’t look at it 
seriously, but I don’t think it is. It’s clear that that happens. And any time that you have a 
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sequential process set out in the law and you stick something else into it, it’s going to be a while 
before the machinery gets set up and everything falls into the proper process. And there won’t be 
any others like that because the certificate of need is now part of that machinery.  
 
EN: Were you involved with the public hearings at all?  
 
PV: I attended several of the public hearings and read the entire record. Normally, you don’t 
have board members conducting the hearings. You have a hearing officer conducting the 
hearings. So is that satisfactory?  
 
EN: Maybe I’ll ask an additional question. There’s been some criticisms that the public hearings 
weren’t open and that the people didn’t have a fair chance. Having attended those, how would 
you evaluate what was going on?  
 
PV: Well, I guess I’m a little impatient about that. That’s just not true. The Power Plant Siting 
Act prescribes by far the greatest public process of any decisions that government makes. There 
is no other process in which hearings, formal Chapter 15 hearings, are required in every affected 
county. Where a public meeting in every affected county is required and where the state agencies 
must give notice in the local newspapers, must come out and hold these hearings. It just goes 
further toward public participation than any other decision the government makes.  
 
Now those hearings were . . . First of all, there was a series of meetings that was pretty well 
attended. Those hearings were well-attended and they were wide open. They went until 
sometimes two a.m. They went until everybody that wanted to speak could speak. They were in 
high school gyms, they weren’t hidden off in some corner. It’s just nonsense to say that people 
couldn’t go and say what they wanted to say. They did . . . by the droves. Some of these people 
who are now protest leaders weren’t involved at all. Don’t ask me why. Some were. Virgil 
Fuchs, for example, was not only at those hearings, he was a member of the citizen’s committee 
that we picked. It was quite a well-known procedure. And I’m not saying that everybody heard 
about it, but at what point does the citizen himself have some responsibility to learn what’s going 
on? As opposed to . . . we simply can’t go knock on every door of anybody who might be 
interested along the route.  
 
EN: What sort of impact did the Citizen’s Committee and the public hearings have on the 
decision-making process?  
 
PV: Well, a great deal of the hearings were given over to individual residents asking about 
where the line was going to go; precisely if it was on their property. I can’t give you a 
statistically accurate answer to your question, but some things came out in the hearings that 
indicated that the route proposed by the co-ops . . . that parts of it were inferior to other 
proposals. The citizen’s committee recommendation was accepted, I believe, one hundred 
percent by the Minnesota Environmental Quality Board. They took the company’s proposed 
route for . . . I’ve forgotten now, but I would guess for something over fifty percent, maybe sixty 
percent of the mileage. They proposed alternatives for the other percentage of about forty 
percent. We accepted that, I believe, without exception. So I would say, you know, that the 
process had made a fair amount of difference.  
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EN: Some of the opponents have said at the public hearings that they were unable to come up 
with expert witnesses and that, you know, their side wasn’t fairly represented. I was wondering if 
the state at those hearings provided fair, impartial witnesses? Maybe saying that someone other 
than the utilities’ representatives were there giving testimony.  
 
PV: Well, I guess that I don’t know whether they were able to . . . I don’t know what they, the 
protesters, consider adequate in the case of their testimony. It’s certainly true that the proposers, 
the co-ops, had the most experts there. I guess that the state isn’t proposing a route that doesn’t 
have . . . you know, whatever they would like the state to do. What the utilities said and what the 
folks at the hearing said is on the record for decision makers to read. Where there were factual 
questions, the state staff submitted information. But the state itself doesn’t, at that point, have a 
position in the sense of what’s the best route of something. You know, it’s not pushing 
something. That’s what we’re looking at in that process . . . trying to figure it out.  
 
Other than factual questions, the state did not have a great deal of input into the process. As I 
understand the law, that’s not what those hearings are for. It’s for the companies to go out there 
and to be out there under our sponsorship along with the folks, so that the people know what 
they’re proposing. Besides which, the question of routing a line is not really subject to a lot of . . 
. You don’t have to be an expert to take a look at an area and see whether a line makes more 
sense in Location A, B or C. You don’t need an expert in engineering or an expert in physics or 
whatever to make that decision.  
 
EN: How was the siting process changed? There was some criticism that prime agricultural land 
was given no priority. What sort of statutes affected the decision-making process here? 
  
PV: Well, that’s an interesting charge. If you are going to run a line from somewhere in North 
Dakota to the Twin Cities, unless you go by way of Alaska, you must cross farmland. Because 
that’s mostly what’s out there. Take a look at that land use map behind you. The yellow is 
agricultural land. Now, you could go to every green spot—which is not agricultural land on that 
map—coming in from North Dakota. Ninety-eight percent of it would cross farmland because 
that’s what’s out there. And that’s exactly the case with this line. A great majority of it goes over 
farmland.  
 
On the other hand, if you’re going north from the Twin Cities to the border, as we have also 
done, you mostly go through non-cropland. And that line that we sited after the CU line is . . . I 
don’t recall the percentage anymore, but it’s well over ninety percent that’s across wooded and 
other non-farmland. The act did not then and does not now—the state law—exempt prime 
farmland, whatever that means. There is no real agreement on what prime means. Is it the best in 
each county? Is it the best statewide? Is it Class 1 and 2 or Class 1 according to Soil 
Conservation Service? When people say prime farm-land, it’s interesting. Because we don’t 
really have any kind of agreement on what that means in Minnesota.  
 
In fact, a great majority of the counties do not have soil surveys, and we don’t even know what 
kind of soils they’ve got unless you go out and do it. And soil surveys are being taken, but they 
won’t be done for the whole state by the year 1990. And so it makes it very difficult to put that 
kind of a classification somehow into the law. The only change in the law in this regard was that 
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agricultural land was put into a section which says we should balance a great many 
considerations. It’s not helpful in the sense that it’s directive to the MEQB. It leaves almost all 
the decision still up to our judgment. But you balance social and environmental and other factors.  
They added agriculture as one of those factors, which is good. They also said that we should not 
give certain wildlife areas any greater consideration than farmland, which I guess we don’t 
believe we had done anyway. So I don’t think it made the kind of change, nor did the legislature 
in this session make the kind of change that some of the opponents want, which is simply to say, 
“Don’t build powerlines on agricultural land.”  
 
As an aside, I would like to add that we—we being the Planning Agency, for an entirely different 
purpose apart from the powerline question—have tried to look ahead to the year l990 and to 
estimate how much farmland would be taken out of production by various uses in Minnesota. 
This is just an estimate. But what we did was . . . in some cases we had very firm figures on 
agencies’ targets. For example, the state DNR [Department of Natural Resources] and the 
Federal Fish & Wildlife Service have clear goals in terms of acres for fish and wildlife area 
acquisition. So far, their track record is that they have met those goals. So we have used the 
acreages that they plan to acquire.  
 
We have made some estimates—and this is just a guess based on population—based on what we 
think urban sprawl will be throughout the state. Not only in the Twin Cities area, but the 
suburban shopping centers which you see springing up in Fergus Falls and in the smaller towns 
around the state as well and some other uses. And what we found is that the wildlife area 
acquisition is about eighty percent of the land that will change use. Now this is not necessarily 
all farmland, but a great deal of it is. It’s just all land use change. First of all, we have found that 
a very small percentage of the state’s total land will be affected in any way. It won’t change use. 
About l.2 million acres, by far the largest, will be changed from something—mainly farmland—
to fish and wildlife areas. Then the second largest change is urban sprawl. And way down the list 
somewhere, at about six percent of that total change, is power plants and lines. It is not . . . if you 
try to step back from the heat of the fray and take a rational, calm look at what probably will 
happen, the big loss of land will not be to electric utilities. It will be to preserves for fish and 
game.  
 
EN: Are efforts made to use alternative routes? Such as, it was suggested, using Highway 94, the 
corridor, or going along section lines?  
 
PV: The question of going along section lines was discussed slightly. It wasn’t a big . . . I 
believe when we started that line it was not a big argument that was being made. It was clear in 
many cases that that makes the most sense. And the line that we sited was much straighter, if you 
will, whether it was north-south or east-west, than . . . it stepped more than did the angular, 
diagonal route the company had proposed. But I don’t think that the testimony showed at the 
hearings, and I know it didn’t before us at the MEQB, that that was a major concern. People 
wanted some changes, but many times they would suggest moving it here or there on their farm 
or off. But they wouldn’t necessarily even recommend that it follow section lines. Now that’s a 
good idea where it’s possible.  
 
One of the things that you look at when you look at a map of a county or a township that you 

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



39 
 

have to think about is that, in many cases, there are homes very close to those section lines. We 
did look at that. And sometimes the half-section is a better place. Because they wanted it away 
from homes and we said they had to be no closer than three hundred feet to any house. And it 
sounds good, like many things that have been said since we sited the line, to say, well, we ought 
to go along section lines. But unless you want it running over your house, that’s not necessarily 
the answer. There have been a whole lot of very simplistic things said about this line for two 
years, and that’s one example.  
 
The highway is another one, and that’s still being said. We did look at that. The freeway was 
within the corridor that we chose. First of all, we had, at that time, six months to site the line. 
There is no way that we could have gotten a change in the federal regulations that would allow 
us to put the line in the actual right-of-way of the freeway. You still can’t. Some politicians have 
been making noises about introducing bills and things. I don’t think those bills will pass. But 
even if they do, they aren’t going to pass in time for us to act within another six months on other 
lines. So what that meant was that if you were talking about following the highway, the freeway, 
you were talking about going outside the right-of-way across that fence into a farmer’s field. So 
now it simply becomes a question of which farmer. Is it the farmers who are now protesting who 
have the line in their backyard? Or is it the farmers who have already lost land, a good portion of 
it, to the freeway? The freeway which is, by the way, on an angle all the way up. Well, there was 
some question here about if we should keep going back to the same…. 
 
[Tape interruption] 
 
EN: You were saying the towers . . .  
 
PV: Further, because the federal law or regulations are what they are—it’s not a law, 
incidentally, but it has the force and effect of law—they do not allow the tower overhang to be 
above the right-of-way. You know, the tower is shaped sort of like a “T” and it’s got a wide 
overhang. I can’t recall how wide, but it’s fairly significant. That overhang, that arm that’s 
sticking out, the “T”, cannot be in the air above the right-of-way, which is stupid, but that’s the 
way the regulations read. As a result, you would not be able to put the tower even at the edge of 
the farmer’s property next to the fence, the freeway fence. You’d have to go in, thereby taking 
out of production the land behind the tower. A free-standing tower actually would take less land 
out of production because you could go on either side of it. In this case, it would be close enough 
to the fence so you couldn’t. There are many small towns along that freeway. As the affected 
farmers I think know, it’s not desirable to go right next to or over someone’s house. That’s why 
we made the co-ops stay three hundred feet away from the homes, the rural homes, that this line 
does go near.  
 
So when you came to those small towns, what you would have to do is detour around them. 
What you do when you detour around them is you go in a very undesirable kind of alignment. In 
order to get back to the highway, it’s just a sort of a circle I guess is what it would be, right over 
agricultural land. One of the things, interestingly, that we found on another route going from the 
White Bear area north to the border . . . we did look at a route close to the freeway. And the 
people there all said, “Hey, why us? You have taken our land and built this freeway. Now take 
that powerline and give it to somebody else. We’ve done our share,” they said. “We’ve given up 
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our land to that freeway.” Well, that’s maybe a point. In addition to which, the freeway doesn’t 
go all the way where the line had to go. From about east of Saint Cloud down, the freeway 
simply is not a good route at all if you’re to get to a sub-station that they had to get to. There are 
several airports—at least two, and maybe more—close enough to the freeway that we could not 
go near them because of glide path requirements of both the state and the federal governments. 
We were simply prohibited from building the line there. So again, we’d have to detour out some 
way across a whole lot of farmland in what would probably be an extremely undesirable 
configuration for the farmers.  
 
EN: Were you in a position to consider alternatives such as undergrounding or hauling the coal? 
These things have been proposed.  
 
PV: Well, we did not consider hauling coal because that wasn’t what the proposal was. We do 
not have the freedom to say, “No line,” as I said earlier. We have to find the site. We did look at 
the . . . Oh, and I might add that hauling coal is something that has the people along the railroad 
from Moorhead down through Saint Cloud very uptight. Because as more and more unit trains of 
coal come in, they’re rumbling through town, blocking streets for longer and longer periods of 
time. It is not a very good answer and it’s going to be a problem. It’s going to be a big problem. 
It’s something that . . . Alternate trackage costs a huge amount of money. The railroads aren’t 
interested in providing it. And the power companies aren’t in the railroad business, and it’s a 
difficult one for us to get at, but we’re hoping to do something. But we have already had contacts 
from Saint Cloud, Moorhead, several other cities . . . where the folks are very unhappy about the 
increasing use of coal trains.  
 
Your other question was about undergrounding. Yes, we did consider that. It’s clearly not 
practical at best from a number of points of view. First off, there’s no line . . . It’s not clear that 
technically it’s even possible for this length of line. Now maybe it is and maybe it isn’t, we’re 
not really sure. However, what it entails or would entail is pretty big pipes full of oil to dissipate 
the heat. For technical reasons you would need quite a wide right-of-way. It’s clear that what 
those things would do in dissipating the heat is completely dry out the soil above them. You 
would thereby take out of production much more land than you do now, since you can grow 
underneath the overhead lines. Secondly, you would need pumping stations to keep this oil 
circulating, probably once every mile, maybe once every half mile. That would take additional 
land out of production, and it would add additional structures along the route. The cost of the line 
would be multiplied by somewhere between eight and ten times probably. That cost is, you must 
always remember, paid by consumers eventually. It isn’t a big corporation’s profits or 
something. It’s the folks who use that power, who are mostly rural residents.  
 
The disruptions that would occur when there was a line break would not, I think, make the folks 
along the line very happy. If they came in there, they’d have to come in there with heavy 
equipment and dig up the pipe and find where the leak is or the short is or whatever. Disrupt 
operations on farms for, you know, I don’t know how often it would happen, but for the life of 
the line. You don’t have to have that kind of a disruption with an overhead line. It just didn’t 
seem fairly feasible. There are also questions about whether a line buried like that for that length 
would be even reliable for technical reasons, which I don’t want to get into in any detail. But the 
fact is that when they’re out in the air they, in effect, clear themselves. And there’s some 
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question about whether that would work at all when they’re surrounded with liquid.  
 
EN: There’s been some debate and questions on the health and safety of these lines. Do you 
want to comment on that?  
 
PV: Well, I will only say that we looked into those matters extensively at both the time of the 
corridor and the route. More extensively at the route stage. I personally read the entire transcript 
of what was available at that time from the New York case, which is the only case where there is 
on-the-record testimony, as opposed to kind of allegations on health and safety. I read several 
translations of the Russian studies to which the opponents refer. Our standards are stronger than 
the Russian standards. The Russian studies aren’t really studies. It’s kind of anecdotal reports 
from electric company workers who worked in sub-stations up to eight hours a day in the  
presence of very high voltages, which is nothing like what you get under a line. But nevertheless, 
the standards that the Russians adopted we exceeded in our permit that we gave to them.  
 
It’s very clear that while we did agree to require the co-ops to do an ozone study, which they’re 
doing. They’re not doing it, they’re paying for it and the State of Minnesota is doing it. The 
Pollution Control Agency [PCA] in cooperation with the University of Minnesota is sampling 
now ozone in that area in spots along where the line will be or is scheduled to be. And we will 
compare it pre- and post-operation. However, it’s very clear that the ozone produced by these 
lines is minute, as the PCA testified. There are electric lines of this kind all over the world and 
it’s easy enough to measure it and calculate it. And there’s far more ozone in that area from Twin 
Cities car exhausts than these lines would ever produce. Ozone is quite a volatile gas, as you 
know, and it breaks down very quickly. It’s extremely unlikely, even if you tried to capture it 
somehow, that you could get a significant amount of ozone collected from that line.  
 
I think one of the interesting things on the health and safety question is the trip that about ninety 
folks took recently to the line exactly like this on the west coast. And the folks out there who live 
under the line were puzzled by why all this fuss was being made in Minnesota. There’s a similar 
line in Canada going north from Winnipeg, which is largely out in the tundra, but above 
Winnipeg. It also crosses a good deal of farmland. And there is simply no data that exists 
anywhere that indicates that there are health and safety problems. There just isn’t any. The 
testimony of Dr. Marino and Dr. Becker in the New York case simply did not go so far as to say 
that they thought there was a health or safety hazard. People haven’t read that record, and they 
don’t understand what those doctors did say.  
 
One of the things that Dr. Marino said was that he didn’t know anything about the effects of this 
kind of a direct current line. What they were talking about was alternating current. That case is 
about 725kV or 750kV, I’ve forgotten now, alternating current lines. As opposed to this 400kV 
direct current line. But we are continuing to watch that and to monitor it. This session of 
legislature appropriated some more money. This being the 1978 session, which is just about over 
now. It is in the process—the bill hasn’t completely passed, but I’m sure it will—to provide 
some more money to the Department of Health to do additional monitoring studies. But I think 
that, you know, one can express all kinds of fears and they’re natural enough, I guess. But it 
seems to me that it’s clear that there is no valid evidence that there’s a problem or will be a 
problem. And that what common sense tells you, from experience throughout the world and 
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throughout this country, is that it’s highly unlikely that there will be a problem.  
 
EN: Are you involved at all with the science court idea?  
 
PV: No. Our involvement really ended when we sited that line. And, I think, properly so. Many 
folks along that line don’t trust us anymore. The history of the opponents has been that when a 
decision is made that they don’t like, then that’s the end of their trust for that agency. And the 
science court idea, part of it is to be independent of present agencies in government. For each 
side to select their own judges, as it were, investigators, and to have an independent decision 
made. So I have not had anything to do with that. I might add that I don’t think that that in the 
final analysis would be of much satisfaction to the protestors because it’s very clear that what 
they want is no line. And I doubt, and it’s just my guess, that a science court would reach that 
conclusion. They would be disappointed one more time, I think. And I think the fact that they 
have not been overly anxious about having a science court backs that up, too. You know, they 
thought it was a good idea at one time and then decided not to participate. And now that the 
legislature’s about to adjourn they’ve been talking about a science court again a little bit.  
 
EN: When you or your office is making a decision, are you under a lot of pressure from 
opposing forces? Is it structured so that you could be objective?  
 
PV: Well, you’re under as much pressure as the opposing forces want to exert, I guess. The 
pressure in this case was largely from the protestors who jammed the auditorium and hollered 
and screamed a lot for six or seven hours. I think we made an objective decision. I suppose the 
more pressure there is, the more likely one is to alter a decision or change parts of it or do 
something like that. We responded to that pressure in several ways, I suppose. That meeting . . . I 
think that we had not decided until that meeting to order the ozone study.  
 
I know that based on some of the testimony at the hearings, plus the repetition of that kind of 
argument at the MEQB meeting, we required the co-ops to raise the line about fifteen feet higher 
and build somewhat bigger towers. Ironically, that was a direct response to the rural folks who 
testified as to the difficulty of aerial spraying with the line at the proposed height of, I think, 
thirty-five feet at the lowest point. Because for various reasons, due to spread and drift, the aerial 
sprayers want to fly at about twenty to twenty-five feet and they were very nervous about that 
clearance. So we made them go up to fifty feet, I believe it was, to provide more clearance. 
Therefore the towers are taller than they would otherwise be. And now some of the folks out 
there are complaining about these giant towers. I mean you can’t have your cake and eat it, too. 
But I don’t think there’s any undue pressure. You know, the folks have a right to come to the 
meetings and say what they think. And we weren’t under any particular pressure from the co-
ops.  
 
EN: The Minnesota Environmental Quality Board is a relatively new organization. Has it been 
able to be effective in its job in its present structure?  
 
PV: I suppose that’s a matter of opinion and degree. You get different answers from different 
people. It was created in the 1973 session of the legislature and really began operating with rules 
and so forth, I think, late in 1973 or maybe early in 1974. I think that the present system of, for 
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example, siting routes and lines, is a vast improvement over the past when the power companies 
or co-ops or whoever, with the right of eminent domain, simply went and put the lines where 
they wanted to. There were no hearings, no meetings, no state approvals or denials or alterations 
or anything else. And the bottom line was if they didn’t get an easement, they simply went to 
court and condemned the land. I think that it’s hard to argue that we don’t have an improved 
process now.  
 
We have altered proposals based on local wishes fairly substantially in the routes that we have 
sited. I don’t know how many of those might have been made by the companies themselves if the 
board didn’t exist. Some probably would have and some would not have. As far as the MEQB’s 
other functions, it’s doing some fairly well. And others . . . well, there’s always room for 
improvement. There are various theories about the board’s composition, whether it should be a 
separate department with three people totally kind of insulated from . . . well, three bureaucrats is 
what it would turn out to be, eventually. Whether it should stay the way it is or . . . there are good 
arguments either way. I don’t have a strong black and white answer on that.  
 
EN: Does it need to be concerned with the public image?  
 
PV: Well, I guess that we are concerned with our public image. We don’t run around hiring 
public relations firms. But I think have treated people fairly. We have deliberated carefully and 
long. We have made decisions based on facts. And because a relatively small segment of the 
Minnesota population doesn’t accept a decision doesn’t mean, A, it’s a bad decision, or, B, it’s 
been decided in any but an honorable way. And I don’t know what you can do about that exactly. 
I think that when people really look at what we’ve done—and the legislature, for example, has—
they begin to doubt some of the bad-mouthing and the allegations. There’s a group of people out 
there who, for good reasons, don’t want that line over their land. I don’t blame them. You know, 
those towers are not pretty things. They do cause some problems, particularly if you plan to 
irrigate. They’re not going to cause any problems if you’re already irrigating, because they will 
not be built in a way that messes up present irrigating. But they certainly could be a problem in 
the future. We’re dealing with one farm right now where it’s a problem, where the fellow clearly 
is . . . He’s a big irrigator, and he’s extending it every year, and he’s got a spot planned for this 
year where there’s a tower in the way.  
 
There’s no doubt that it’s aesthetically pretty terrible. It does get in the way of some farming 
operations. So, you know, I don’t blame them for not wanting it. But the fact that they don’t want 
it doesn’t mean that we didn’t do a good job. It’s a little hard for people to understand 
sometimes. And I think it’s clear that the people who we have worked with on the two lines 
we’ve sited since then—the one going up north to the border and the one going south to 
Mankato—you don’t hear that kind of charge that we are in bed with the utilities or whatever, 
you know, or that we didn’t give them a fair shake, etc. I think that there are a number of citizens 
up there associated with those lines, with the routing of those lines, who feel that we did a very 
fair and objective job. And some of them have told us so.  
 
EN: This controversy at times has . . . Has it involved you personally? I know there’s been some 
criticism of yourself.  
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PV: Well, it’s taken a great deal of my time. No single subject has taken more of my time since I 
came to work for the state. I don’t know what else you mean by involvement there. There 
haven’t been any late midnight calls or things like that, if that’s what you mean. You have to be 
particularly involved as chairman because of the way that the board is structured. It’s mainly my 
responsibility, and the staff reports to me. You know, I’ve got to keep on top of what’s going on 
more than the other commissioners, just because by nature of the law, I’m chairman. You know, 
I’ve been . . . not in public life, but watching public life for fifteen, sixteen, seventeen years in 
this state, first from Saint Paul and then from Minneapolis. I’m pretty acquainted with many state 
agencies, many government processes of the Legislature. And I understand that with  unpopular 
decisions you take a certain amount of heat and people don’t like you. It doesn’t bother me too 
much. I’m confident that we did a good job, as good a job as we could in the circumstances. And 
so, you know, I don’t mind. I’ve got pretty thick skin. Any public official should realize that he 
or she is open to criticism and will be criticized. And if he does unpopular things, he will be 
criticized heavily. You still do what you think is right.  
 
EN: Do you think the . . .? Being a former media person, maybe I could ask you to comment on 
the role of the media in this controversy.  
 
PV: Oh, just read the Tribune story the other morning. Did you read Jim Parson’s piece about 
being used by the protestors, etc.? The press being used?  
 
EN: No, I didn’t.  
 
PV: It’s a good piece. Well, I don’t believe that the press has covered it in much depth. It has 
reported some conflict. It hasn’t tried to do a good interpretive job, I don’t believe. It did not, for 
example, until very recently, even go out and talk to people under other existing lines like this 
one, exactly the same as this one, which I suggested they do two and a half years ago. It seems to 
me an obvious thing to do. And until just before the ninety or so people went out, that wasn’t 
done. The Saint Paul papers did, if I recall, a year or two ago, do a little talking by phone with 
some of the people under . . . I think it was the Winnipeg line. I think that’s accurate, I’m not 
sure. But they didn’t do it until the Star went out there a month or two ago and did a fairly 
comprehensive article. So that wasn’t done.  
 
Then there’s the question which was raised in the Tribune article on a page called “Perspective” 
just the other day. It was quite a long article about what some of the media people themselves 
thought about whether they were or were not being used. By either side, really, although most of 
that article was about the protestors. And they know that’s something that you always keep in 
mind if you’re a good journalist and an objective one. And it’s always a problem because 
conflict is sort of defined as news. And the fact that somebody catches on to how you get the TV 
camera to come out and cover you at whatever is . . . The question is about how much judgment 
you should let enter into the equation. And you should say, “Well, they’re just doing this as a 
show and therefore we won’t go cover it.” That’s a tough decision to make. By and large, I think 
that the protestors have caught on very well over the last year and a half on how to do things that 
will attract some attention. You know, marches on the Capitol and carrying flags out in the field 
and dramatic confrontations and burying coffins under snow and on the steps of the Capitol and 
things like this. 
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EN: I have just a general question to ask. 
 
PV: Excuse me. Could I throw one thing in here? 
 
EN: Sure. 
 
PV: Some of the things that we’ve talked about, about the MEQB’s performance and so forth. 
I’d like to just put on the record that there were a number of lawsuits contending that we moved 
without justice and illegally and so forth. Those lawsuits were combined by the State Supreme 
Court into one case and tried first at the district court level in Minnesota by a panel of three 
district court judges who unanimously found that the suits were, in effect, without merit and 
found in our favor. Those cases were then appealed to the Supreme Court, which unanimously 
upheld the lower court decision. And, you know, that’s one of those equations . . . That’s one of 
the things that the protestors are saying when they say justice is dead in Minnesota. What they’re 
saying is that they didn’t get their way. And I guess I would like to underline that we have, after 
all, been upheld at every step by the courts. So I guess that’s another reason I don’t feel as if we 
did too badly.  
 
EN: Okay. Just a general, broad question. Why do you think this whole controversy occurred? 
Has it happened elsewhere that you’re familiar with?  
 
PV: Well, there’s opposition to some lines in a number of states. I am not, you know . . . I can’t 
describe those other situations in any detail. I don’t know about them much beyond that there is 
opposition. I think there are many reasons. One is that I think the matter of the line was not 
handled well at all by the co-ops in the beginning, way back in the early 1970s. I think that there 
is a…. 
 
[Tape interruption] 
 
PV: In those counties there’s a strong . . . You know, you have to understand that the bulk of the 
opposition is in those two counties. It’s almost as if it were two different lines. There’s a strong 
belief in the value of agriculture and rural areas and not being put upon by city folks. And they 
see this line just as they saw—except with much less furor—the highway or the freeway. As an 
imposition. And they’re right, you know, I won’t quarrel with that. It is an imposition. I think 
that the state process itself, the meetings and hearings set out under the Power Plant Siting Law, 
served as a certain focus for the opposition to grow, to come to meetings, to build on the natural 
opposition that was already there. The main thing may be, you know, the things I mentioned 
first. The feeling, just the natural feeling out there. Not against the line necessarily, but the 
feeling that they are out there away from the corruption and dirt and people and cars, etc. of the 
city and that this thing befouls the land in a way. I think the co-ops learned a lot during this 
process. They had never sited a line of this size before and they didn’t have much experience at 
dealing with those folks. It didn’t occur to them that they were going to run into this kind of 
opposition and that they ought to be pretty careful in their relations with people.  
 
EN: Do you have any guesses or whatever of what the outcome will be of this?  
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PV: Well, I think that the line will be built. I think there will continue to be a certain amount 
sabotage. I hope that nobody gets killed. I think there will be some violence. I don’t mean 
necessarily personal against people. But I think that there will be some significant sabotage. I 
think it may be that it’s possible . . . I certainly hope it doesn’t occur, but I think it’s possible that 
someone may spend some time in jail before that kind of sabotage kind of slows down in those 
two counties. I said the day we sited it that I would expect some of those towers were going to 
get blown up. And I still think so. We’ll see. It’s very clear that if the line doesn’t go through that 
there are portions of rural Minnesota that are going to be sadly lacking in electricity in a few 
years. There’s just no doubt about that. It’s not a question of guessing ahead in this case. It’s 
there.  
 
These co-ops generate very little of their own electricity. They’ve been buying a good deal of it 
from both private utilities and from the Bureau of Reclamation. The Bureau is no longer going to 
be supplying them with that same electricity that they have been getting, I think starting in a few 
years. And so it’s not a question, as it is in the other cases that we’ve had, of estimating increase 
in demand in the future. It’s a case of a loss of part of what they already are supplying. You 
know, the loss from the Bureau of Reclamation. And there is, in addition to that, of course, a 
clear pattern of increased use by those member cooperatives and the folks that are selling 
electricity to them. The data is pretty clear on that. It’s also clear that they do serve these thirty-
one rural distribution co-ops which have formed in two associations, the Cooperative Power 
Association and the United Power Association. They largely serve rural Minnesota. They do not, 
as some of the protestors keep arguing, sell their power to the Twin Cities. They are not allowed 
by law to serve in the Twin Cities. State law prescribes service areas for the utilities and freezes 
them, in effect. There’s a few places where they have some suburban growth that has occurred 
since the territories were staked out, in Wright and even rural Hennepin. But the bulk of the 
power, three-quarters, is going to distinctly rural Minnesota.  
 
EN: Will the controversy have an effect on future energy policy, future line sitings? Will it have 
an impact?  
 
PV: I don’t know about energy policy. It may have an effect on future line sitings. I think some 
of the companies are already thinking that they’d like to minimize as much as possible the 
additional lines. I’m not sure whether . . . I think that sooner or later there will be more mine-
mouth plants in North Dakota. Since we seem not to be willing to build nuclear plants . . . and 
that’s a big, separate question of any more nuclear plants in Minnesota. Since it seems clear that 
we will be demanding as a society, unfortunately, more power, the place that we will go to get 
that power is the lignite in North Dakota and the low sulfur coal further west. There’s only two 
ways to get that here. One is unit trains to plants in Minnesota. The second one is through lines 
something like this one. And they’re going to come in somewhere on the border and go 
somewhere in Minnesota.  
 
In the immediate future, I suspect that we will not be running any lines in that area. Out further, I 
don’t know. I suppose it depends to some extent on future construction of the whole intertied 
system. I guess I haven’t thought too much about that. It depends on technology. It depends on 
how fast we begin to develop alternative sources, which I don’t think we’ll do in any quantity for 
some time. It depends on how much conservation we can get. We haven’t had anywhere near 
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what we could achieve yet. It depends on gas and oil supplies to a certain extent. It’s kind of hard 
to make very accurate predictions, I think.  
 
EN: I think we’ve pretty much gone through all the questions that I had. Are there any areas that 
I haven’t covered or any summary or additional comments you’d like to make?  
 
PV: Well, I guess I’d just like to summarize by saying that it seems to me that there are several 
good reasons to be unhappy about that line if you live near it. I’ve mentioned the aesthetics and 
the difficulties that it poses for several reasons, in some cases, for farm operations. That the other 
objections that are raised, as far as what I think is an objective analysis can determine, do not 
have much merit. This is an example, I guess, of the kinds of difficult trade-offs that this society 
has to make and will have to make as long as we keep increasing our use of energy.  
 
It’s the same argument as the freeway. It’s clear that those directly affected are impacted more 
than the rest of the folks who use that electricity. And there’s just no doubt about it that, to some 
extent, the people along high voltage powerlines in this state . . . It’s not just this line, there are 
lots of miles of big powerlines in Minnesota. The people along those lines have an ugly thing 
that they see every day, which other people don’t have to see who use those lines, who use that 
electricity. The same thing is true of people who live near a plant. The Twin Cities uses 
electricity from Allen S. King Generating Plant on the Saint Croix every day. And most of us 
don’t see it, but it’s out there with a big, ugly smokestack on a nice, pretty river. And the people 
who live in Bayport and Stillwater and across the river in Hudson see it all the time. It is an 
intrusion. It’s the same thing we say if we say we’re going to have to build another freeway. 
There are some people will have to move. The society as a whole benefits or the region at least. 
And a small minority of that group suffers a much greater impact than the rest of us. I don’t 
know how you avoid that. That’s it, I guess. 
 
EN: Okay. Thank you very much. 
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