National Grid attempt to bury real costs of undergrounding power cables
 

A coalition of rural organisations [1] is calling for National Grid to come clean about the real cost of undergrounding power cables. Until they do, campaigners want a halt on plans to build nearly 300 miles of new overhead power lines and at least 1,000 accompanying pylons through some of the UK’s most treasured landscapes [2]. 

 

The Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) and four other leading environmental organisations argue that National Grid should not close a public consultation on their approach to undergrounding new power cables early next month, without waiting for an independent report on the comparative cost of installing new high voltage power cables underground, sub-sea or as overhead lines. This report was requested by Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) and Ofgem, at the behest of the Infrastructure Planning Commission (IPC) Chairman Sir Michael Pitt [3] in October last year.

 

National Grid agreed to fund the independent study, which was to be carried out by international energy consultancy KEMA with the Institution of Engineering and Technology (IET) providing quality assurance. According to a public note of a meeting with Sir Michael Pitt’s officials, the report was supposed to be published in January 2011. However KEMA complained that they could not complete the report with the data available – which included that provided by National Grid. The report, already five months late, has now been indefinitely postponed and KEMA removed from the project [4]. 

 

Paul Miner, Senior Planning Campaigner for CPRE says: “National Grid is a private monopoly which generates billions of pounds in profits. They will be tasked with building new power cables and argue that undergrounding them is far too expensive, yet we are being asked to accept at least a thousand more pylons in the countryside on the strength of cost estimates provided solely by National Grid. The current situation seems to suggest National Grid is happy to bury this report if it helps them to avoid burying their cables. 

 

“Chris Huhne and the regulator Ofgem must not allow that to happen and should step in to make sure we have all the facts before deciding how any new power cables are constructed.”

 

National Grid continues to contend that undergrounding power cables costs between 10 and 28 times more than overhead lines. In their evidence to the abandoned KEMA study, they estimated the cost of putting power cables in tunnels would be between £26 and £45 million per km [5] yet in a recent real example in London, the company tunnelled a 400kV cable for just £5.7 million per km [5].  Evidence from other EU countries show similar costs to this UK example and puts the real cost of undergrounding power cables closer to four to five times the cost of overhead lines [6]. 

 

Paul Miner continued: “If new lines are essential we should make sure that wherever possible, we minimise their intrusion to our beautiful and valued countryside. However, we should not be expected to make these decisions based on a single quote from those who stand to profit most from its outcome.”

 

Ruth Chambers, Deputy Chief Executive at the Campaign for National Parks added: ““Undergrounding will be essential if some of the planned new grid connections are to succeed - otherwise the public concern about new power lines in our most precious landscapes could derail these projects or cause them serious delay.  With several National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty in the firing line for new connections, a rethinking of the location of electricity generation and a more joined-up approach to generation and transmission is needed urgently”.
 

End
 

Notes to Editors
[1] The group includes the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE), the Campaign for National Parks (CNP), the National Association of AONBs, John Muir Trust, and the Association for the preservation of Rural Scotland (APRS)
[2] A map of proposed lines can be downloaded here: http://www.cpre.org.uk/what-we-do/energy-and-waste/electricity-pylons/the-issues
[3] National Grid Press release issued on the 6th June: http://www.nationalgrid.com/uk/Media+Centre/PressReleases/2011/06.06.11+undergrounding.htm 

[4] Institution of Engineering and Technology press release: http://www.theiet.org/about/media-centre/press-releases/20110603.cfm 

[5] Letter dated 7 December 2010 from Martin Kinsey, Senior Project Manager, National Grid to David Kirkland, KEMA ltd. Copied available from the CPRE Press Office. National Grid cost estimates: Overhead lines: £1.6 million - £1.8 million per km; Underground cables (direct burial): £18 million - £22 million per km; Underground cables (tunnel): £26 million - £45 million per km

[6] Case study 1: Elstree – St. John’s wood, London, Project completed November 2005.

[7] CPRE – CNP – NAAONB, An Independent Evaluation Report Of The Costs For Underground High Voltage Cables In Great Britain, December 2010.

 

The Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) fights for a better future for the English countryside. We work locally and nationally to protect, shape and enhance a beautiful, thriving countryside for everyone to value and enjoy. Our 57,000 members are united in their love for England’s landscapes and rural communities, and stand up for the countryside, so it can continue to sustain, enchant and inspire future generations. Founded in 1926, President: Bill Bryson, Patron: Her Majesty The Queen. www.cpre.org.uk
 

The Campaign for National Parks is the national charity that campaigns to protect and promote the National Parks. www.cnp.org.uk 

