PAGE  
2

	STIRLING BEFORE PYLONS

	[image: image1.jpg]



	[image: image2.jpg]




	Briefing no.  9

Undergrounding – the solution for the Stirling area?


	
	

	Stirling Before Pylons presented a substantial document to the Scottish Executive in December 2005, detailing all the grounds on which we object to Scottish & Southern Energy’s (SSE’s) proposals to construct a high-voltage, overhead power line through the Stirling area.  Our objections cover both the process through which SSE had arrived at their proposals, and the detailed content of those proposals.  Our conclusions called on the Scottish Executive to find a completely different route around Stirling – not encroaching on the Ochil Hills or populated areas – that would be suitable for putting the line underground.  We believe that finding a suitable route and putting the line underground would be vastly preferable to the proposed overhead route, using giant pylons, for the reasons summarised in Table 1.  We also think that the development should be considered in the context of a comprehensive energy strategy with full consideration given to other options including construction of undersea route(s) and the possibility of a vastly simpler upgrade of the power line to 275kV.
Table 1:  Stirling Before Pylons objections to SSE’s proposals, and how they would be solved / ameliorated by putting the line underground

Issue:

Benefits of undergrounding:

1.

Health:  living close to (within several hundred metres of) high voltage power lines is a significant risk factor for a wide range of serious illnesses, including childhood leukaemia, adult cancers, depression, and suicide.  Electric and magnetic fields created by overhead lines are implicated.
Undergrounding eliminates the electric field.  
The magnetic filed falls off very rapidly to the side of a buried cable.  Homes can safely be located within a few metres.

2.

Damaging the landscape, scenery, iconic views of Stirling; severe knock-on effects on tourism
Avoided, other than disruption during construction and scarring for up to a couple of years after.

3.

Visual impact on the Ochils, interruption to recreation; knock-on effects on tourism
Would be avoided, assuming that it would not be practical to route an underground line here.

4.

Damage to historic sites, specially the Sheriffmuir Battlefield; implications for tourism

Would be avoided if the underground route avoided the Ochils. 

5.

Adverse effects on social inclusion, landlords’ liabilities and property values

Adverse impacts would be avoided by undergrounding.
6.

Adverse effects on water supplies

As with an overhead line and all its associated construction works, there can be significant risk to both public and private water supplies.  In both cases, great care would need to be taken to ensure that suitable mitigation measures are used.
SSE’s detailed Environmental Statement, that formed the substance of its proposals, was very dismissive of the idea that parts of the line could be put underground, identifying all sorts of barriers and disincentives to this.  At the time of its publication, Stirling Before Pylons did not have access to independent advice on undergrounding,  In June 2006, however, the independent trade body Europacable, the Association of European Cable Manufacturers, was invited to participate in the technical debates on the Beauly to Denny power line

Europacable gave a presentation to the Scottish Parliament in June 2006, and has started a series of meetings with the Executive, the developers, councils, and other statutory bodies.  It has also provided answers to a key set of questions about the practicalities of undergrounding, posed by Stirling Before Pylons - see Briefing Note 10.  Europacable’s stated aims are to promote the use of underground cables for electricity transmission, and to ensure the complete and correct understanding of the technical specifications of underground cables by relevant stakeholders.  

Europacable would use the now well tested technology called XLPE, or cross-linked polyethylene.  The name refers to the type of insulation used for the cables.  XLPE technology has been widely used in a number of countries in Europe, and elsewhere in the world and would now be the technology of choice of The National Grid Company in England.
SSE’s proposals acknowledged the existence of XLPE, but showed no awareness of what it has to offer, other than acknowledging that it would be significantly cheaper than the older technology, based on fluid-filled cables.  SSE’s Environmental Statement was informed principally by outdated reports on the issues – written in 1991 and 1995 – and therefore failed to recognise just how much the technology has moved on.  The extent to which SSE’s statements are misleading about undergrounding, compared to the information provided by Europacable, is summarised in Table 2.

Table 2:  SSE’s claims about the negativities of undergrounding (based on fluid-filled cables), compared with Europacable’s claims (for XLPE cables)

Issue

SSE’s claims

Europacable’s claims

Cost
10 to 25 times more costly than an overhead line

2 to 5 times the cost of overhead, based on lifetime costings

Reliability and damage to the environment

Unreliable (based on a 1991 report); damage to the environment results from leakage of the mineral based oil insulating material 

XLPE technology is highly reliable; no oil involved
Requirements for “sealing end compounds”, where overhead and underground sections join

The size of a football pitch

The size of a tennis court.

If 275kV lines were acceptable, connection can be effected without sealing end compound.

Damage during and after construction

Construction corridors are the width of a motorway – 25 metres.

The trenches dug may be visible for some years.

Construction corridors 10 – 15 metres wide.

Landscape completely restored within 18-24 months.

See Briefing Note 10 for more details.

Routeing considerations

If stretches of undergrounding were to be incorporated, different routeings would have to be considered.
Minimal attention paid to route choice, even for the overhead line.  The route to the east, rather than to the west, of Stirling was put forward “on balance”, but the issues were given just one page of “explanation “ (in a document running to 2,600 pages).
XLPE underground cables are often best routed beside main roads.

Generally speaking, routes across agricultural land, such as to the west of Stirling, are preferable to those across rocky, boggy or very steep terrain, such as the proposed route across the Ochil Hills

The Way Forward

Stirling Before Pylons was by no means alone in calling for a re-think of SSE’s proposals.  

Scottish Natural Heritage, in its long and detailed response to the Scottish Executive’s consultation, objected formally to many of the details of the proposals in the Stirling area.  It concluded that the adverse effects of the proposals on the landscape and visual impact of the south slope of the Ochils, including Yellowcraig Wood, would be simply unacceptable.  It stated its preference for an underground route to be identified, to the west of Stirling, to avoid this.  SNH only identified three other, shorter, stretches of route, further north, to which they objected similarly strongly.
Clackmannanshire Council also gave an unequivocal response to the consultation and it, too, called for a revised route, underground, to the west of Stirling.  Visit Scotland objected to the proposals in terms of the adverse effects on tourism in the Stirling area.  (SSE’s own research identified half of all tourism-related businesses within 10 km of the line expecting to be adversely affected, even in the medium to long term.)

The additional costs of constructing an underground line will of course be an issue.  However, the costs per kilometre of constructing an overhead line across the moorland of the Ochils, and most of all down their steep southern slope, would be very much higher than the average.  Further, the existing proposals for an overhead route include significant extra mileage, required to divert around settlements; these too would add considerably to the cost of the Stirling section.

In the Stirling area, the options for routeing underground cables include beside the M9 / A9, and the pipeline corridor to the west of Stirling, which already accommodates both a gas and an oil pipeline, with no residual visual impacts.  Such underground routes would cross much more amenable terrain, and use more direct routes, than the overhead proposals.  Our expectations are, therefore, that the relative cost of using an underground solution for the whole Stirling area would be towards the lower end of the scale.  We recognise, however, that detailed assessments of the practicalities and costs associated with both the proposed overhead route, and alternative underground routes, by independent and experienced professionals, would be required to clarify what the works would entail and how much they would cost.
We recognise further that the additional costs of undergrounding would need to be deemed to be justified, to mitigate all the adverse impacts of using the proposed overhead route.  The normal way of doing this would use a detailed cost-benefit analysis.  The case we have made already against the overhead proposals outline a number of issues that we believe should be included in such a cost-benefit analysis.  
We now propose that the obvious way to make progress on these complex and sensitive issues would be for the Scottish Executive to commission a detailed and independent study of an underground route around Stirling, avoiding the Ochil Hills, and to acquire costings for both this and the proposed overhead route.  We would also expect that the Executive might wish to commission a detailed cost-benefit analysis for both routes.

It would, in our view, be unhelpful to initiate a Public Inquiry into the issues surrounding the Beauly to Denny proposals until such time as a full and proper investigation of the alternatives, including public consultation, and a full cost-benefit analysis of both direct and indirect costs, has been completed.
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