
 
 

  

High-Voltage Transmission Line Siting 

Introduction 

Wisconsin is experiencing increased demand for electric transmission infrastructure as utilities 

seek to connect new generation resources and meet future electricity needs associated with 

data centers. High-voltage transmission lines can provide significant benefits to consumers and 

businesses by strengthening the electric grid and ensuring reliable access to power. However, 

these projects often require the acquisition of easements across private property and 

agricultural land, creating concerns for farmers, rural landowners and local communities. 

As additional transmission projects are proposed throughout Wisconsin, Farm Bureau members 

may wish to examine how the state balances the need for reliable electric service with the 

protection of private property rights and productive farmland. Issues such as route selection, 

landowner compensation, agricultural mitigation measures, use of eminent domain and utility 

rate increases will continue to play an important role in shaping Wisconsin's energy future. 

Careful consideration of these issues can help ensure that necessary infrastructure 

improvements are completed while minimizing impacts on farm operations and rural 

communities. 

Background Information 

In Wisconsin, the siting of high-voltage transmission lines ("high-tension power lines") is 

primarily governed by the Wisconsin Public Service Commission (PSC). Transmission projects 

generally fall under PSC review when they involve lines of 100 kilovolts (kV) or more. Larger 

projects, especially 345 kV lines, undergo the most extensive review process. 

The PSC is made up of three commissioners appointed by the governor and confirmed by the 

Wisconsin Senate. Its mission is to ensure that utility services are safe, reliable, and reasonably 

priced while balancing the interests of consumers, utilities, businesses and property owners. 

The commissioners act somewhat like judges in utility cases. They review evidence, hear 

testimony and issue decisions based on Wisconsin law. 

When considering a major transmission project, the PSC evaluates: 

• Whether the project is needed  

• Cost of the project  

• Alternative routes  

• Environmental impacts  



• Agricultural impacts  

PSC proceedings are often important because they determine how infrastructure projects affect 
private property rights and agricultural operations. 

One way to think about the PSC is that it serves as Wisconsin's referee between utilities, 
customers, landowners, and the broader public interest. When a utility wants to build a major 
power plant, transmission line, or change rates, the PSC is usually the body that decides 
whether the proposal can move forward. 

For Wisconsin farmers, transmission siting often raises concerns about: 

• Loss of productive acreage  

• Stray voltage 

• Drain tile damage  

• Soil compaction  

• Aerial spraying limitations  

• Future development restrictions  

Most transmission projects obtain an easement rather than purchasing the entire property. The 

landowner continues to own the land but grants rights for construction, operation and 

maintenance of the line. 

Agricultural uses such as crop production often continue beneath transmission lines, although 

there may be restrictions on structures, trees, or certain activities within the easement area. 

Initially, utilities usually negotiate voluntary easements with landowners. 

However, once a project receives PSC approval, utilities generally have the authority to acquire 

necessary property rights through eminent domain if negotiations fail. Wisconsin law grants 

transmission developers condemnation authority for approved projects, subject to 

compensation requirements 

For Wisconsin Farm Bureau members, the most influential points in the process are often: 

• Early route development  

• Environmental review  

• Public hearings  

• Easement and compensation negotiations  



By the time an application is filed, much of the engineering justification has already been 

developed, so early engagement can be particularly important for shaping route alternatives 

and minimizing impacts on agricultural operations. 

Current State Law 

Wisconsin law provides several protections for landowners affected by high-voltage 

transmission lines under Wis. Stat. § 182.017. The law requires that transmission easements 

clearly describe the rights being acquired, including the number and height of structures, the 

minimum height of the lines, and the voltage of the facilities being constructed. When 

determining compensation, utilities must consider not only the land occupied by the easement, 

but also damages to the remaining property, including impacts on access for farm equipment, 

vehicles, and aerial crop applications. 

The statute also establishes construction and maintenance requirements designed to protect 

agricultural land. Utilities must replace topsoil after excavation, restore disturbed waterways 

and terraces, repair damaged fences and drainage tile, remove debris, compensate landowners 

for crop losses, and, when practical and requested by the landowner, conduct construction 

activities when the ground is frozen to reduce soil compaction. Landowners retain ownership of 

trees removed from the easement area and are protected from liability arising from the design, 

construction, or operation of the transmission facilities. In addition, utilities are responsible for 

controlling weeds and brush within the easement and generally may not use herbicides without 

the landowner's written consent.  

Wisconsin law also includes a unique landowner protection commonly referred to as the "Buy 

the Farm" provision. Under this law, when a high-voltage transmission line or certain pipeline 

easements cross agricultural land, a landowner may have the right to require the utility or 

developer to purchase the entire property rather than only the easement area if the project 

significantly impacts the use or value of the remaining property. In addition to compensation 

for the easement itself, Wisconsin law also requires consideration of damages to the remaining 

property and provides for annual compensation payments in certain condemnation 

proceedings involving agricultural land. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Current Wisconsin Farm Bureau Policy 

• Energy – Alternative Sources (Pg: 5, Ln 45): We support Wisconsin law requiring an 

Agricultural Impact Statement (AIS) to construct commercial solar, wind, battery energy 

storage systems (BESS), high voltage transmission lines, and datacenter projects on 

agricultural land. 

• Energy – Alternative Sources (Pg: 5, Ln 48): We support preserving Wisconsin agriculture 

land for agricultural production.  

• Energy – Alternative Sources (Pg: 5, Ln 55): We support requiring third party energy 

providers to have to follow the same rules as the utility companies. 

• Energy – Alternative Sources (Pg: 6, Ln 4): We support third party audits for stray 

voltage. 

• Energy – Alternative Sources (Pg: 6, Ln 48): We support that, to get a permit for a 

commercial solar or wind facility and the transmission lines that run to it, the 

company/ies be required to pay for and conduct stray voltage testing before and after 

installation and every year which the facility or line are operational on every farm. 

Testing must be conducted by an independent stray voltage expert not employed by any 

utility or energy company. They must follow a testing procedure that includes 

measurements of Very Low Frequency (VLF) and capacitance and use a 125 ohms 

resistor. 

• Energy – Electrical Transmission & Distribution System (Pg 6: Ln 30): We support the 

modernization and maintenance of lines, equipment and facilities for all utilities to meet 

current and future demands and alleviate electrical quality problems.  

• Energy – Electrical Transmission & Distribution System (Pg 6: Ln 34): We support 

requiring the PSC to establish a timeline when the earth can no longer be used as a 

primary neutral return path. We support expanded research and development of 

alternative distribution systems to replace the current multi-grounded neutral system. 

We oppose proposed high voltage power lines running through private property when 

avoidable. We support having all new lines run along roads and highways when possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Discussion Questions 

• Should landowners have additional opportunities to challenge proposed routes? 

 

• Should compensation account for reduced farm efficiency, future development 

restrictions, or long-term impacts on the property? 

 

• How should impacts to specialty crops, livestock operations, and conservation practices 

be addressed? 

 

• Should agricultural land receive greater consideration during route selection? 

 

• How can the PSC improve communication with rural communities during project 

development? 

 

• How should transmission planning be coordinated with Wisconsin's farmland 

preservation goals? 

 

• Should there be additional notification to impacted landowners and adjacent 

landowners? 

 

• Should livestock impacts be given greater consideration when siting high tension 

transmission lines? 

 

• When landowners are notified, much of the information is legal language and hard to 

understand. How should PSC notify impacted landowners and should the utility have to 

use “plain language” as defined in federal law? 

 

 

 

 


