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BPA saves $4.25 million with historic designation 
project 
May 23, 2018

In March, staff from BPA walked into 
the Seattle Center Armory in
Washington to explain the historical 
significance of Covington Substation 
before a panel of experts. They 
walked out of the state’s advisory 
council meeting with the 1942 
substation listed on the Washington 
Heritage Register. 

This is a much larger milestone for 
BPA than listing a single substation
on a state heritage register which 
will also be the first National 
Register Listing designation for the 
agency. Program wide, BPA is in the 
process of inventorying and 
evaluating all of BPA’s historic 
substations across the Northwest, 
which includes over 1,000 assets 
among 300 substations. 

The National Historic Preservation 
Act directs agencies to establish 
preservation programs that identify, evaluate, protect and nominate qualifying sites for 
historic designation. For BPA, that is a significant undertaking because many of the 
agency’s buildings, substations, radio stations and other assets have played an 
important role in regional or national history, making them eligible for listing in the 
National Register of Historic Places.

That sounds great, but then there’s the question of how to balance costs for evaluating 
each site at an estimated $25,000 per effort. And with 180 BPA substation identified as
historic, it makes quite the price tag. The agency had to figure out a better way to 
comply with NHPA requirements while considering how to control costs.

When investigating options, Sunshine Schmidt, manager of Cultural Resources and Brad 
Wright, manager of Facilities Planning and Projects, found that evaluating all of the 
historic substations at once, instead of individually, could bring the potential cost down
from $4.5 million to $250,000, and shorten what could have taken decades to complete. 

“We’re always looking for efficient and cost-effective ways to provide for BPA customers
and facilities,” says Wright. “By taking a programmatic approach to many of our routine 
compliance reviews such as cultural resources, security and life safety, we’re able to
save valuable time for every future project on these sites.

Once the historic designation team met compliance with NHPA, the team was able to 
create the BPA Historic Substation Field Guide for Transmission Services to use. This 
allows BPA to quickly assess a building’s eligibility for historic consideration.

“We’re always thinking about how we can reach our 
business objectives while providing reliable and cost 
effective electricity to the region,” says Chief 
Operating Officer, Janet Herrin. “And these process 
improvements come at a good time as we look for
more ways to strengthen our financial health.”

Standardizing the review process brings BPA into 
compliance with Section 110 of the NHPA, but also
streamlines the Section 106 process, bringing down 
costs and shortening construction and other project 
timelines.

Built beginning in 1940, Covington is a rare 
example of a nearly complete Master Grid-era 
substation. Its principal buildings are Streamline 
Moderne, a straight-line design with little
ornamentation, perfect for a utilitarian 
assemblage. Within the area of significance of 
politics and government, the Covington 
Substation is a representative of the BPA and 
the New Deal policies of President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt. 

Once the historic substation 
review is complete, BPA 
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“I want to acknowledge and congratulate BPA for 
recognizing that their properties are part of our 
shared American story,” says Allyson Brooks, 
executive director of the Department of Archaeology 
and Historic Preservation. “And [BPA is] taking that a step further by honoring those 
entities through listing them on the National Register of Historic Places.”

The Covington substation is currently under review at the National Park Service for its 
listing in the National Register of Historic Places. All historic BPA substations will 
complete their review process by the end of this year which will allow other significant 
historic substations to be nominated for local, state and national recognition. 

This work was completed to fulfill a mandate, however Schmidt and team hopes that 
identifying historical sites will springboard public education and inspire pride in BPA 
history.

Meet the team
The strategic approach for Covington
Substation and other sites was 
cultivated by project lead and
historian Tama Tochihara, from 
Environment, Compliance and
Cultural Resources. According to 
Schmidt, Tochihara’s Master of Arts 
in Historic Preservation Planning and 
knowledge of the NHPA made her a 
great fit for addressing BPA’s 
compliance goals. 

The team also includes:

Primary Support: Beverley 
Burn, John Ciorba, Sean 
LaFreniere, Thane Miller and 
Staci Pfau from Facilities 
Planning and Projects. 

Management, funding and 
policy support:  Brad Wright, 
Sunshine Schmidt, and vice 
president of Environment, 
Fish and Wildlife Lorri Bodi.  

Additional resources and 
support: Libby Burke and Tina 
Kay from the BPA Library, 
Ryan Beck,  Wendy Berg and 
Doug Wittren from Geospatial 
Services, Thornton Smith 
from Facilities Operations and Maintenance and Katie Sciarrino from 
Communications. Substation operators, district managers, and Transmission Line
Maintenance from across the region also provided widespread support.

can nominate them for local, 
state and national recognition. 

Part of the project teams stops to document 
their certificate of registration for the listing of 
Covington Substation March 8 while in Seattle 
Center Armory. Dave Pineyerd and Bernadette 
Niederer of Historic Preservation Northwest 
authorized the nomination of the Covington
Substation that BPA submitted to the 
Washington State Advisory Council meeting on 
Historic Preservation. From left to right: Robert 
Mack, member of the Washington State 
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, 
Michael Houser, State Architectural Historian 
from the Washington State Department of 
Archaeology and Historic Preservation, Sunshine 
Schmidt, Tama Tochihara, Libby Burke, Dave 
Pinyerd, Bernadette Niederer, Tina Kay and
Staci Pfau. 

By Julie Paynter, Communications May 23, 2018
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