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DRAFT RECORD OF DECISION 
 
 
PROJECT NAME : Bell Rock Substation Rebuild Project and Acushnet to  
                                                              Fall River Reliability Project  
PROJECT MUNICIPALITY  : Acushnet, New Bedford, Dartmouth and Fall River 
PROJECT WATERSHED  : Buzzards Bay and Narragansett Bay 
EEA NUMBER   : 15941  
PROJECT PROPONENT : New England Power d/b/a National Grid and NSTAR 

Electric 
DATE NOTICED IN MONITOR : November 21, 2018 

 
Pursuant to the Massachusetts Environmental Policy Act (MEPA, M.G.L.c.30, ss. 61-

62I) and Section 11.11 of the MEPA regulations (301 CMR 11.00), I have reviewed the 
Expanded Environmental Notification Form (EENF) and hereby propose to grant a Phase 1 
Waiver that will allow the reconstruction and expansion of the Bell Rock Substation, as 
described in the EENF, to proceed to permitting prior to completion of the Single Environmental 
Impact Report (EIR). 
 
Project Description  

 
As described in the Expanded Environmental Notification Form (EENF), Phase 1 of the 

project consists of the reconstruction and expansion of the Bell Rock Substation located in Fall 
River.  A new 2,304-square foot (sf) substation will be constructed entirely within an existing 
easement.  The footprint of the existing substation yard will be expanded by approximately 
22,000 sf.  The substation is being reconstructed to accommodate two line connections from the 
existing M13 line (M13N and M13S) into the substation.  To accommodate the two line 
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terminations, the substation needs to be expanded into a breaker-and-a-half-configuration.1  The 
expansion will provide eleven breakers in a breaker-and-a-half configuration that will continue to 
connect the N12, L14 and D21 Lines and provide new line positions in order to connect the 
M13N and M13S Lines.  The expansion will also accommodate the future connection to Line 
114 associated with Phase 2 of the project. 

 
Phase 2 of the project consists of the Acushnet to Fall River Reliability Project (AFRRP) 

which is a joint endeavor by New England Power (NEP) and Eversource.  The AFRRP will 
extend the Line 114 from the Industrial Park Tap in Acushnet, Massachusetts to the 
reconstructed Bell Rock Substation in Fall River, Massachusetts.  The AFRRP includes the 
installation of new transmission line structures, overhead conductors and wires along 12.1 miles 
of the southern portion of an existing Right-of-Way (ROW) parallel to several other existing 
lines.  Approximately 118 new structures are required for the overhead transmission line.  
Seventy-nine of the structures will be direct-embedded steel pole H-frames, four will be steel 
pole H-frame structures on concrete foundations, 25 will be direct-embedded steel monopoles 
which will be supplemented by seven monopole and three triple-pole structures requiring 
reinforced concrete foundations.  The new structures will range in height from approximately 55 
to 110 feet.    

 
Clearing will be required within the ROW for a distance of approximately 4.2 miles.  The 

cleared ROW width will be expanded approximately 60 feet to the south and within one span 
between Structures 7-8 (approximately 36,000 sf) in order to accommodate the new line.  All 
tree clearing and vegetation removal is to occur within the boundaries of the existing ROWs. 

 
The Bell Rock Substation reconstruction and the AFRRP will eliminate the potential 

widespread voltage collapse and loss of load across 17 municipalities by providing an additional 
transmission source and voltage support at the Bell Rock Substation and several other 
substations including the Wing Land and High Hill Substations.  The need for the project was 
identified in the New England Independent System Operator (ISO-NE) Southeastern and Rhode 
Island Area 2026 Solutions study. 
 
Project Site 
 

The approximately 294.75-acre project site consists entirely of existing ROWs owned by 
New England Power (NEP) and Eversource.  The AFRRP project extends from the Industrial 
Park Tap 12.1 miles to Bell Rock Substation.  The 2.75-acre Bell Rock Substation is located on 
the east side of Bell Rock Road in Fall River and at the junction of the existing D21, L14, N12, 
and M13 transmission lines.  The M13 line crosses over the substation but does not currently 
connect into the substation.   

 
The approximately 7.9 miles of the AFRRP traversing Acushnet, New Bedford and 

Dartmouth are located within Eversource’s service territory and the approximately 4.2 miles 
traversing Fall River are within NEP’s service territory.  A portion of the AFRRP project runs 

1 This configuration ensures that each transmission line has its own breaker and shares a breaker 
with another line which allows a breaker-and-a-half to perform any necessary switching. 
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through the Southeastern Massachusetts Bioreserve.  The Commonwealth owns or holds 
conservation restrictions on portions of the Bioreserve, through the Massachusetts Department of 
Conservation and Recreation (DCR) and the Massachusetts Department of Fish and Game 
(DFG), including public conservation land that surrounds the ROW.  The AFRRP project also 
runs through or abuts approximately 1 mile of DCR’s Acushnet Cedar Swamp State Reservation.  
The substation site and transmission line ROW includes mapped Priority and/or Estimated 
Habitat as mapped by the Massachusetts Division of Fisheries and Wildlife’s (DFW) Natural 
Heritage and Endangered Species Program (NHESP).   

 
Environmental Impacts and Mitigation 
 

As described in the EENF, potential environmental impacts associated with the Phase 1 
project include: include the new alteration of approximately 1 acre of land and impacts to 6,611 
sf of BVW, of which 3,599 sf are permanent.  Phase 1 of the project will also impact 2.9 acres of 
rare-species habitat, of which 1.9 acres if temporary. 

 
Measures to avoid minimize and mitigate Damage to the Environment include 

compensatory wetland mitigation for unavoidable impacts to wetlands, streams and other 
resources, the use of erosion control measures (ECMs) and implementation of turtle protection 
measures during construction.  Best management practices (BMPs) will be implemented to 
minimize and mitigate stormwater runoff.  NHESP recently determined that that Phase 1 of the 
Project, as proposed, must be conditioned in order to avoid a prohibited Take of Eastern Box 
Turtle.  Conditions included the implementation of an approved turtle protection plan during 
construction. 
 
Jurisdiction and Permitting 
 

The entire project is undergoing MEPA review and requires the preparation of a 
mandatory Environmental Impact Report pursuant to 301 CMR Section 11.03 (3)(a)(1)(a) of the 
MEPA regulations because it requires State Agency Actions and it involves the alteration of 
more than one acre of BVW. Phase 1 of the project exceeds the ENF threshold at 
11.03(3)(b)(1)(c) and11.03(3)(b)(1)(d): alteration of 1,000 or more sf of outstanding resource 
waters and alteration of 5,000 or more sf of BVW.  It does not exceed a mandatory EIR 
threshold.  Phase 1 of the project will require a Section 401 Water Quality Certification (WQC) 
and may require Chapter 91 Authorization from the Massachusetts Department of Environmental 
Protection (MassDEP) and review under the Massachusetts Endangered Species Act (MESA).  
The project may require a Construction Access Permit from the DCR    

 
Request for a Phase 1 Waiver 
 

The Proponent submitted an EENF in support of its request for a Phase 1 Waiver, which 
would allow the Phase 1 project to proceed prior to completion of the EIR for the entire project.  
The EENF identified the environmental impacts of the project, including Phase 1, and described 
measures to be undertaken by the Proponent to avoid, minimize, and mitigate Damage to the 
Environment.  The Waiver request was discussed at the MEPA scoping session for the project 
and addressed in comment letters.  Consistent with requirements for a Phase 1 Waiver request, 
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the EENF was subject to an extended 30-day public comment period.  In addition, the Proponent 
requested an additional two-week extension at the request of commenters.  The comment period 
closed on December 21, 2018. 
 
Standards for All Waivers 
 

The MEPA regulations at 301 CMR 11.11(1) state that I may waive any provision or 
requirement in 301 CMR 11.00 not specifically required by MEPA and may impose appropriate 
and relevant conditions or restrictions, provided that I find that strict compliance with the 
provision or requirement would: 
 

(a) result in an undue hardship for the Proponent, unless based on delay in compliance by 
the Proponent; and  
(b) not serve to avoid or minimize Damage to the Environment.  

 
Determinations for a Phase 1 Waiver 
 
  The MEPA regulations at 301 CMR 11.11(4) state that, in the case of a partial waiver of 
a mandatory EIR review threshold that will allow the proponent to proceed with Phase 1 of the 
project prior to preparing an EIR, I shall base the finding required in accordance with 301 CMR 
11.11(1)(b) on a determination that:  
 

(a) the potential environmental impacts of Phase 1, taken alone, are insignificant;  
(b) ample and unconstrained infrastructure facilities and services exist to support Phase 1; 
(c) the project is severable, such that Phase 1 does not require the implementation of any 
other future phase of the project or restrict the means by which potential environmental 
impacts from any other phase of the project may be avoided, minimized or mitigated; and  
(d) the agency action(s) on Phase 1 will contain terms such as a condition or restriction, 
so as to ensure due compliance with MEPA and 301 CMR 11.00 prior to commencement 
of any other phase of the project.  

 
Findings 
 
 Based upon the information provided during MEPA review, consultation with State 
Agencies, and review of public comments, I find that the Waiver Request has merit and that the 
Proponent has demonstrated that Phase 1 meets the standards for all waivers at 301 CMR 
11.11(1).  The EENF included supporting documentation that identified various project 
alternatives, potential environmental impacts, described the purpose of the project, and proposed 
mitigation measures to justify the request for a Phase 1Waiver and a Single EIR.  Although the 
AFRRP will ultimately terminate at the Bell Rock Substation and will eventually provide a 
connection for Line 114, the reconstruction of the substation is severable from the AFRRP 
because the main purpose of the project is to accommodate the bifurcation of the M13 line.  In 
addition, Phase 1 will reduce the risk of thermal overloading and transmission contingency 
voltage collapse prior to review and construction of the AFRRP.  Based on review of the EENF 
and consultation with State Agencies, I have proposed to grant a Phase 1 Waiver for Phase 1 of 
the project and to allow the Proponent to submit a Single EIR for the AFRRP.  
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 In accordance with 301 CMR 11.11(4), the latter finding is based on my determination 
that: 

 
1. The potential environmental impacts of Phase 1, taken alone, are insignificant. 

 
 The environmental impacts associated with Phase 1 have adequately been evaluated in 
the EENF.  Several substation design configurations have been evaluated in an attempt to 
minimize wetland impacts and reduce overall environmental impacts to the maximum extent 
possible.  The Proponents are working with NHESP to avoid a prohibited Take of state-listed 
species habitat through the implementation of an approved turtle management plan. 
 
2.  Ample and unconstrained infrastructure facilities and services exist to support Phase 1. 
 

The site currently supports a two breaker substation located at the junction of the existing 
D21, L14, N12 and M13 transmission lines which has been in operation since the 1960’s.  The 
station is accessed from a public road in Fall River.  The Proponents are able to plan and 
schedule line outages or non-re-closure assurances, as necessary, to de-energize certain 
equipment at the station to allow for construction to proceed within the station yard. 
 
3. The project is severable, such that Phase 1 does not require the implementation of any 

other future phase of the project or restrict the means by which potential 
environmental impacts from any other phase of the project may be avoided, minimized 
or mitigated. 

 
 The Phase 1 project can function independently without the remaining development 
phases.  Phase 1 does not require the implementation of remaining development phases or 
restrict the means by which potential environmental impacts from any other phase of the project 
may be avoided, minimized, or mitigated. 
 
4. The Agency Action(s) on Phase 1 will contain terms such as a condition or restriction, 

so as to ensure due compliance with MEPA and 301 CMR 11.00 prior to 
commencement of any other phase of the project.  
 

 The EENF states that the Proponent participated in pre-application meetings with 
MassDEP, NHESP, DCR, City of Fall River officials, and the ACOE.  Based on these meetings, 
the EENF indicates that the Bell Rock Substation Rebuild Project could be approved and 
separately permitted in advance of the review and approval of the AFRRP permits. 
 
 Given the foregoing, and subject to the conditions included herein, I find that a 
requirement to complete MEPA review prior to undertaking Phase 1 is not necessary to 
demonstrate that the Proponent will avoid, minimize, and mitigate potential Damage to the 
Environment to the maximum extent practicable, and that a requirement to do so would therefore 
cause undue hardship and would not serve to minimize Damage to the Environment.   
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Conclusion 
 
 Based on these findings, I have determined that this waiver request has merit, and am 
issuing this DROD, which will be published in the next edition of the Environmental Monitor on 
January 9, 2019 in accordance with 301 CMR 11.15(2), which begins the public comment 
period.  The public comment period will last for 14 days and will end on January 23, 2019.  
Based on written comments received on the DROD, I shall issue a Final Record of Decision 
(FROD) or a Scope within seven days after the close of the public comment period, in 
accordance with 301 CMR 11.15(6).   
 
 
 

 
 
 
      December 28, 2019             _________________________           

               Date                Matthew A. Beaton 
 
Comments received:  
 
 
12/14/2018 Massachusetts Historical Commission (MHC) 
12/21/2018 Massachusetts Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) 
12/21/2018 Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection – Southeast Regional 

Office (MassDEP – SERO) 
12/21/2018 Massachusetts Division of Fisheries and Wildlife – Natural Heritage and 

Endangered Species Program (NHESP) 
 
MAB/EFF/eff 
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