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An idea to beautify Providence waterfront  

By Peggy and Henry D. Sharpe Jr. 

For the last 14 years, many who care about the beautification of Providence have been seeking ways to bury the 

power lines that run between the downtown power station and East Providence. These lines and their towers are 

an unnecessary industrial blemish to two rivers and four waterfront parks, especially India Point Park and Bold 

Point Park. The cities of East Providence and Providence and many of their citizens have supported the burial 

effort for years. 

 

 Like those of many construction projects, cost estimates have repeatedly increased to the point where, until 

recently, progress on the project seemed stalled. Tunneling under two rivers has accounted for a large portion of 

the high cost estimate. Now two new proposals bring us to a fork in the road. 

 

 One, from National Grid, is a proposal to leave the existing transmission lines overhead. This, of course, would 

spell the end of a community-wide effort to beautify this part of our downtown waterfront. 

 

 The second proposal is a simple alternative that could totally eliminate costly, geologically risky drilling under 

the rivers, while accomplishing the same effect. How? By running the lines in conventional conduits secured to 

the existing bridges. We understand that the Rhode Island Department of Transportation considers this approach 

“doable.” It would use far less costly, routine excavation and burial on land, and conduit-hanging on the 

bridges. Costs should be much lower, and deserve study. 

 

 We would like to join with many others in asking that a qualified, independent consultant acceptable to 

National Grid conduct and release to the public a feasibility study and cost estimate for this proposal. Further, to 

assure independence and public transparency, this effort should be managed by and contracted through the 

Energy Facility Siting Board, not by National Grid. 

 

 To fund this study, we suggest that the EFSB approve using a small portion of a fund that’s already been 

designated for burying these power lines. This fund was derived from a refund to Providence and East 

Providence ratepayers, which was set aside in 2004 to pay for burying the waterfront wires and authorized by 

both city councils. Having approved using some of the more than $3 million in interest earned by this fund to 

study the more expensive route under the rivers, the EFSB should be amenable to using a small portion of it for 

essentially the same purpose — hiding the power lines — to study this much less expensive proposal of using 

the bridges for the conduits. 

 

 Finally, several facts about the existing aerial power lines are worth noting. First, National Grid’s Aug. 22, 

2011 overview of the project submitted to the EFSB states: “Narragansett [Electric, (the owner prior to National 

Grid)] also determined that the Providence and Seekonk River crossings needed to be replaced because of the 

age, condition and configuration of the transmission structures at the river crossings." 

 

 Secondly, consider the published policy of National Grid's parent company, National Grid/UK: A booklet 

outlining its guidelines for siting transmission lines states that the company takes into account many specific 

environmental and socio-economic factors to “identify any sections where it would be more appropriate to place 
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the infrastructure underground.” (See page 12 in “Our approach to the design and routing of new electricity 

transmission wires,” 2012.) 

 

When Route 195 was relocated, power lines through India Point Park and across the highway were replaced, but 

those crossing the Seekonk River — lines that National Grid acknowledges are antiquated — were not replaced. 

We hope that National Grid will follow its own findings and policy in considering this proposal to run lines 

under or alongside the bridges. 

 

 Given the possibility of a less expensive route that addresses National Grid’s own concerns related to aging, as 

well as its parent company’s policy on line burial, we call on the utility company to immediately withdraw its 

proposal to leave the waterfront power lines overhead. We trust that a study of the bridge-route proposal will 

show that the long-held dream of so many Rhode Islanders regarding their precious waterfront can be realized. 

Why should we saddle future generations with an obstructed waterfront when a far better solution may be at 

hand? 

 

 Peggy and Henry D. Sharpe Jr. have been advocates for India Point Park since Mary Elizabeth Sharpe first 

proposed it in 1962.. 


