Draft Application Review & Feedback Form
Reviewer: Jessi Finstad     Review date: October 7, 2026
Applicant: Sun River Electric Cooperative
Project title: Ashuelot to Fort Shaw Transmission Upgrade Project
Project location / county: Ashuelot to Fort Shaw transmission corridor, near Fort Shaw and the Sun River Valley; Cascade County, Montana
1. Applicant feedback
The following comments reference the EIRGP review criteria and submitted draft materials. They do not constitute scores, eligibility determinations, or funding recommendations.
A. Resilience & Reliability Benefits
Reviewer Notes:
The application presents a defined project to replace and harden approximately 6.4 miles of aging 69-kV transmission line, supported by inspection observations and photographs of conductor deterioration and two recent line-related fires. The narrative explains anticipated improvements in wildfire prevention, line reliability, protection, and operational flexibility. It also acknowledges that line-specific reliability and outage-cost calculations are still being developed.
· Provide the available line or Fort Shaw substation-specific outage history, including the dates, causes, durations, and customer impacts of recent failures, or explain the available alternative baseline. The narrative states that the line experienced more outages in the last year than in the preceding ten years; supporting figures would clarify that comparison.
· Provide the line-specific reliability measures and ICE analysis if available for the final application, as anticipated in the narrative, and identify measurable outcomes for conductor failures, outages, wildfire ignitions, or restoration performance. Clarify how the proposed line configuration and switching changes will enable the stated rerouting benefits.
B. Customer Benefits
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative identifies 783 directly benefiting customers and 1,096 meters supplied through the Fort Shaw substation and describes agricultural, residential, and other rural uses. It appropriately distinguishes the defined customer count from broader benefits associated with supporting neighboring substations during outages or maintenance.
· Clarify the basis for the 783-customer and 1,096-meter counts and, where available, describe the conditions or system limitations under which the upgraded line could support additional customers through alternate feeds. Keep directly served customers distinct from potential indirect beneficiaries.
C. Critical & Essential Facility Benefits
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative identifies four volunteer fire service areas, schools, EMS, transportation safety equipment, and U.S. Air Force missile-related facilities as potentially benefiting from improved reliability. The Fairfield Public Schools and Greenfields Irrigation District letters provide relevant community perspectives, although they do not independently establish which individual facilities are electrically served by this line.
· Identify which named critical or essential facilities are directly served by the Fort Shaw substation or depend on the Ashuelot–Fort Shaw line, and distinguish them from facilities that may benefit indirectly through improved system redundancy. Where possible, explain the practical outage or continuity benefit for the identified facilities.
D. Community Vulnerability & Resilience
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative uses a specified Cascade County census tract and includes National Risk Index measures as well as FEMA RAPT hazard information for lightning, cold waves, drought, and inland flooding. It also describes the relevance of rural service distances, agricultural dependence, and the two documented conductor-related fires. These are useful project-area vulnerability indicators.
· Clarify how the cited hazards and vulnerability measures relate to the proposed hardening activities and expected community resilience benefits. The local fire incidents are particularly relevant evidence; distinguish those documented incidents from broader or modeled hazard exposure.
E. Workforce & Economic Development Benefits
Reviewer Notes:
The project identifies use of existing cooperative operations, engineering, finance, and line staff alongside contracted engineering, construction, and grant-administration support. It discusses prevailing-wage compliance, worker safety, project-specific training, and the importance of reliable electricity to local agricultural operations. No permanent new positions are claimed.
· Provide a reasonable estimate of temporary contractor or internal labor effort and the anticipated project-specific training activities, if available, while distinguishing existing staff time from any new employment. The budget identifies 6,221.5 personnel hours; explain how those hours relate to the workforce benefits described.
F. Advanced Grid Technology
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative describes improved system topology and installation of an automatic/electronic breaker switch to enable more precise fault isolation, monitoring, and potentially office-based operation. The budget includes a distinct $453,693 breaker-switch component. These proposed functions extend beyond simple conductor replacement, but the configuration and communications approach are not yet defined.
· Clarify the number, type, location, and planned functionality of the electronic/automatic breaker switch equipment, including whether remote monitoring and control, communications, and integration with existing controls are included in the proposed scope and budget.
· Explain how the switching and protection upgrades will be commissioned and coordinated with the existing system, and distinguish functions available at project completion from potential future capabilities.
G. Budget & Cost
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative and workbook both show $2,490,269 in total project costs, a $1,500,000 federal request, and $990,269 in applicant funding. The narrative correctly breaks the contribution into $500,000 small-utility match, $232,500 additional 15.5% contribution, and $257,769 above the required match. The signed commitment letter, however, states $219,383 for the 15.5% contribution. The workbook also places wire, poles, and supplies in Equipment while acknowledging classification uncertainty; the cost-match category worksheet does not allocate match amounts. U.S. DOE has not released an updated definition of “Supplies” or “Equipment”, so DEQ reviewers will not score based on categorization of materials.
· Revise the signed commitment letter to reconcile the stated 15.5% contribution ($219,383) with the $232,500 shown in the narrative and calculated on the $1,500,000 request. Complete the cost-match budget-category allocation worksheet.
H. Project Immediacy
Reviewer Notes:
The application includes a phased schedule covering engineering, environmental review, procurement, construction, commissioning, and reporting. The narrative anticipates construction from July 2027 through July 2028, testing in September 2028, and a one-year results report in October 2029. The workbook lists an application period ending August 30, 2029. The environmental questionnaire describes physical pole and conductor replacement, access, vegetation work, and easement updates, but selects Group A, which is intended for primarily administrative and analytical activities.
· Review and correct the environmental questionnaire’s work-activity classification to reflect the proposed construction, replacement, vegetation management, and possible route adjustments. Clarify the final route, locations of any deviations from the existing easement, landowner access/easement status, and anticipated environmental or historic-resource consultation. The narrative identifies nearby historic and cultural resources; confirm how the project footprint and any necessary review will address them.
· Reconcile the budget application-period end date (August 30, 2029) with the October 2029 results-report milestone, or explain which activities and costs are expected after the budget period. Clarify the construction-to-commissioning interval and the permitting, procurement, outage-coordination, and BABA documentation steps that may affect the schedule.
2. Summary feedback for applicant
Sun River Electric Cooperative proposes a substantial rebuild of the aging Ashuelot to Fort Shaw 69-kV transmission line, with a clearly identified rural service area and an estimated 783 directly benefiting customers. The application provides compelling project-specific context through conductor inspection findings, photographs, and reports of two recent fires, and it describes how the proposed improvements could support safer operations, greater reliability, and continuity for agriculture and essential community services. The project maps and letters of support add useful context, and the narrative includes both FEMA RAPT and National Risk Index information.
The principal items requiring clarification are the outstanding line-specific reliability measures, the direct relationship of identified critical facilities to the project, the scope and operating capabilities of the proposed electronic switching equipment, and the environmental review information for a transmission-line construction project. The budget totals reconcile, but the signed match letter contains an inconsistent 15.5% amount, the cost-match category worksheet is incomplete, and several materials and labor assumptions need clarification. Addressing these items and reconciling the project and reporting timelines would provide a clearer, internally consistent basis for review under the EIRGP criteria.
