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Area residents and opponents of the Kemptown Electrical substation filled Winchester Hall on Oct. 14. Continuing from its Sept. 29 meeting, the Frederick County Board of Zoning Appeals heard testimony from William Reed, a civil engineer and contractor for Potomac Edison and the Potomac Appalachian Transmission Highline (PATH), on plans for the large substation proposed off Bartholows Road near Mount Airy.

Reed testified the plan would meet county requirements for the substation area that is zoned for agricultural use and that it would be screened from residents with landscaped berms and evergreen trees. More than a dozen residents asked Reed questions and voiced concerns that the screening plans were inadequate and did not take into account the actual heights of homes in the neighborhood. They also asked questions about the safety issues and the potential environmental impact the large buildings and towers may have on animals, plants and groundwater in the region.

Scott Miller, a local attorney hired by Citizens Against Kemptown Electric Substation (CAKES), received hearty applause from the audience when he asked Reed about the report’s assertion that the substation plan would be “in harmony with the neighborhood.” Residents also reminded the Appeals Board of the county Planning Commission’s unanimous vote in September that the substation did not fit the county’s comprehensive plan.

Board member Carole Jaar Sepe questioned Reed on the environmental impact, and on the accuracy and level of completion of some studies conducted for the substation.

Substation plans call for a facility double the size of the Francis Scott Key Mall, with over a dozen electrical towers more than 135 feet high. Some mature trees will be removed during construction, but Reed said reforestation will be made on part of the site.

PATH is a 275-mile electrical transmission line that is planned, beginning in West Virginia and going through Virginia and Maryland to the Kemptown substation. Local utility company executives say the line and substation is necessary to maintain reliable electric power for the region’s future and to avoid possible blackouts within the next 10 years.

With the recent economic downturn, opponents say the line is not needed and and want to see alternatives to the proposed site. 

The Maryland Public Service Commission has the authority over the PATH transmission lines, but Frederick County officials say they have the final decision on the substation. The utility companies say the state should have the authority, and the case may eventually be decided in court.

The hearing is currently scheduled to continue on Nov. 18 at 7 p.m.

