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SME breaks ground on Highwood plant 

 
By KARL PUCKETT 
Tribune Staff Writer  

Workers broke ground Wednesday east of Great Falls on a coal-fired power plant that is still being 
challenged in Cascade County District Court on grounds the site was illegally rezoned from farmland 
to industrial. 

"The time has come for us to break ground and move forward with construction," said Tim Gregori, 
the CEO of Billings-based Southern Montana Electric Generation and Transmission. 

A formal groundbreaking is planned for next week, but workers with Wickens Construction out of 
Lewistown, the general contractor for the earth-moving portion of the job, and Stanley Consultants, 
SME's engineering consultants, arrived Wednesday morning and went to work. 

"It's just like building a basement," said Denver-based Brad Schimke of Stanley, looking on as big 
"scrapers" dug an area where the foundation of the plant's cooling tower will be located on the 850-
acre site. 

The scrapers also began work on what will be known as the "B road" to the cooling tower. 

"That's going to be the first major piece of equipment constructed," Schimke said. The cooling tower 
will cool and recycle hot water used at the main plant, he said. 

SME is under a time crunch because construction must begin by Nov. 30 for its air quality permit from 
the state to remain valid. The first phase of work involves foundations, site preparation, water and 
sewer lines and portable water pipes, Gregori said. 

County Commissioner Joe Briggs said the county must still approve a location conformance permit 
before structures are erected, but earth-moving activities are allowed until then. 

"I'm done being surprised," said Daryl Lassila, an organic grain producer and one of several area 
landowners suing Cascade County over the rezoning. "I was surprised when the county voted in their 
favor, period." 

It's unclear how the project could begin, given a judge has yet to rule on the rezoning case, said 
Lassila, who could see the heavy equipment from his kitchen window. "They might have to undo all 
the work," Lassila said. 

Neighbors contend the rezoning is illegal spot zoning, but SME, which has intervened in the case on 
behalf of Cascade County, argued in court Oct. 2 the lawsuit is moot because the land already was 
rezoned industrial by the time SME bought it in August, and opponents never asked for an injunction 
to stop the project. 

Cascade County's position is that the acreage was properly rezoned. 
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"We have adequate financing to carry this project through this phase of work and transition us to 
subsequent phases," Gregori said. 

SME has arranged a "significant piece of financing" from commercial banks for the initial work, but the 
financial package for the entire project is being put together in phases, he said. Gregori declined to 
identify who is financing the project. 

John Prinkki of the Beartooth Electric Cooperative in Red Lodge, one of four rural cooperatives 
building Highwood, said previously SME was seeking $10 million to $15 million to begin work. The 
cost of the plant has been previously estimated at $800 million to $850 million. 

"We're putting Montana labor to work in a Montana project where we use Montana coal to generate 
electricity for Montanans," Gregori said. 

Ryan Durbin, a superintendent for Wickens Construction, said five of the company's employees were 
on the site Wednesday. "We're going to keep ramping up," he said. 

SME has signed agreements with union officials to hire a certain percentage of Montana union labor 
for the project, which is expected to take about 4 1/2 years to construct. 

SME officials say Highwood would be a steady source of low-cost electricity for its members. It began 
considering the facility after the Bonneville Power Administration, SME's main provider, discontinued 
a power supply contract beginning this year. 

Four rural cooperatives are putting the financial package together to build the facility, Gregori said. 
The utility arm of the city of Great Falls, which sells power to government and commercial users in the 
city, purchases its power from SME, and as a member it would receive electricity from Highwood. At 
this stage, however, the city is not a direct party in constructing the power plant, Gregori said. "They 
may move in as they so desire," he said. 
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