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The BLM and the Forest Service have had a longstanding partnership with the Western Utility Group (WUG) concerning the planning, identification, and designation of utility corridors in the western United States.  Both agencies endorsed the WUG’s 1992 Western Regional Corridor Study (WRCS) and committed to using it as a primary reference in our consideration and designation of utility corridors through the land use planning process.

To make this effort even more manageable, the WUG has recently updated its 1992 WRCS, and has provided the BLM and the Forest Service with a more focused set of priority corridors in the western United States.  These are proposed corridors that the WUG has identified as having the highest potential of being developed with additional electric transmission, oil and gas transmission, and/or telecommunication facilities within the next 10 years.  The WUG has further categorized those priority corridors by identifying those corridors within which new projects will be proposed in the next 1-3 years, 3-5 years, and 5-10 years.

A set of digitized maps of these proposed priority corridors can be accessed electronically by all BLM Offices at: ftp://158.68.141.102 (internal) or ftp://ftp.id.blm.gov (external).  Each of the maps show corridors that the WUG has proposed as having the highest priority for the most immediate consideration and designation in BLM land use plans. The set includes 4 base maps, each with the priority corridors identified; a federal land status map, a map of the BLM’s National Land Conservation System (NLCS) lands, a map depicting BLM’s current planning efforts, and a base map that depicts all of the current land use plans in the western states.

Corridor designations through the land use planning process can significantly expedite the processing of applications for new energy and telecommunication transmission facilities, when they are proposed for construction within a designated corridor.  The designation of right-of-way (ROW) corridors is not a new concept.  Section 503 of FLPMA stated that the Secretary of the Interior shall designate corridors to minimize adverse environmental impacts and the proliferation of separate ROWs.  In addition, the National Energy Policy and Executive Order 13213 requires the BLM to emphasize ROW planning and corridor designations.  Implementation guidance for this action is articulated in Instruction Memorandum No. 2002-196, dated June 25, 2002.

The Washington Office Lands and Realty  (WO 350) and Planning, Assessment and Community Support Group (WO 210) are working on a national strategy to expedite planning for utility corridors.  This strategy will address the need to develop new or amend existing plans that would consider the designation of utility corridors as proposed by the WUG.  This strategy will be developed jointly with the Forest Service and will identify priority areas based on a regional concept that will consider a programmatic analysis of the proposed priority corridors.

Inherent to the development of any strategy is the need to have a clear understanding of the level of planning that has been accomplished in each of the planning areas where a proposed utility corridor has been identified.  Specifically, to be responsive to the WUG’s request for evaluating their proposed priority corridor routes and to prioritize those areas in need of a programmatic analysis to amend or revise existing plans, we need to know the following:

1. Which priority corridor segments have or have not been identified as a corridor in existing land use plans.  If an existing plan is silent or vague with regards to the designation of a corridor, is there language in the plan that identifies areas where ROWs should be avoided or excluded?  

2. Those segments of the priority corridors that are currently designated in a land use plan and the specific plan in which it is designated.  For those segments of the priority corridors that are currently designated in a land use plan, did the land use plan specify a corridor width, goals and objectives for the corridor, or limitations on other uses? 

3. For those segments of the priority corridors that are not currently designated in a land use plan, any major physical or administrative impediments that might preclude designation of the route as a utility corridor. Also identify those priority corridors that would not involve any or minimal amount of BLM managed public lands and therefore would not be designated in a land use plan. 

Under separate cover, each State Lands and Planning leads will receive a list of the current land use plans and planning areas, by state, that would or could be affected by one or more of the proposed priority corridors.  It is recognized that many of the planning area boundaries have changed and also that there are land use planning efforts in progress that will amend or revise existing plans.  Please review the attached list of existing plans and respond to the information requested above by January 31, 2003.  Responses should be specific enough to identify the specific priority corridor in each land use plan.  The specific corridor can be identified by a general route name or a number referenced to the maps available at the BLM website.  

You may also want to refer to information that was previously provided to the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources in November 2001 in response to previous questions regarding the Western Regional Corridor Study.  An electronic copy of this information has been forwarded to each state by separate email. Please submit your response or direct any questions to Scott Powers, WO Lands and Realty Group at (406) 896-5319 or Scott Florence, WO Planning Group at (202) 452-5151.
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