
                   
 

March 6, 2024 

 

Will Seuffert, Executive Secretary  

Minnesota Public Utilities Commission  

121 7th Place East, Suite 350  

St. Paul, MN 55101 

 

RE: Center for Energy and Environment’s Reply Comments in the Matter of a Petition by 

CenterPoint Energy for Approval of its First Natural Gas Innovation Plan  

Docket No. G-008/M-23-215 

 

Dear Mr. Seuffert, 

Center for Energy and Environment (“CEE”) respectfully submits these Reply Comments to the 

Minnesota Public Utilities Commission (“Commission”) in response to parties’ Initial Comments 

filed in the Matter of a Petition by CenterPoint Energy for Approval of its First Natural Gas 

Innovation Plan. 

Several interested parties filed Initial Comments in response to the October 31, 2023 Notice of 

Extended Comment Period in this docket (“Notice”), including the Office of the Attorney General, 

the Coalition for Renewable Natural Gas, the Clean Energy Organizations (Fresh Energy, 

Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy, and Sierra Club), Geothermal Exchange 

Organization (“GeoExchange”), the International Union of Operating Engineers Local 49 (“IUOE 

Local 49”), the Citizens’ Utility Board of Minnesota (“CUB”), the Minnesota Department of 

Commerce (“Department”), and the City of Minneapolis. We appreciate parties’ engagement in 

this docket and thank parties for their thoughtful comments.   

CEE continues to support CenterPoint Energy’s proposed 2024-2029 Natural Gas Innovation Plan 

(“Proposed Plan”), and we recommend Commission approval. The following Reply Comments 

focus on the energy efficiency and electrification components of the Company’s Proposed Plan. 

In its January 16, 2024 Comments on the Company’s Proposed Plan, the Department 

recommended that the Commission reject certain energy efficiency and electrification pilot 

proposals, stating that they were more appropriate for the Energy Conservation and 

Optimization (“ECO”) program. Below we describe our perspective and understanding of NGIA 

eligibility considerations and guidelines for energy conservation and electrification. We then 

comment on certain specific energy efficiency and electrification pilot proposals included in the 

Company’s Proposed Plan.  
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Energy Efficiency and Electrification in NGIA 

The NGIA statute defines NGIA-eligible energy efficiency and electrification investments, drawing 

a distinction from energy efficiency and electrification included in the ECO program: 

“Energy efficiency” has the meaning given in section 216B.241, 

subdivision 1, paragraph (f), but does not include energy 

conservation investments that the commissioner determines could 

reasonably be included in a utility’s conservation improvement 

program.1 

Strategic electrification does not include investments that the 

commissioner determines could reasonably be included in the 

natural gas utility’s conservation improvement program under 

section 216B.241.2 

During the regulatory process to develop and establish the greenhouse gas accounting and cost-

benefit analysis frameworks for NGIA (Docket Number G999/21-566), the Commission and 

stakeholders determined that additional guidance to utilities on eligibility of energy efficiency 

and electrification was warranted. CEE worked with the Department and other interested 

stakeholders to discuss and develop recommendations for the Commission for how to determine 

what energy efficiency and electrification investments should be eligible for inclusion in natural 

gas utility innovation plans.  

Parties generally agreed that the types of energy efficiency and electrification that would be 

appropriate to pursue through NGIA should be above and beyond that which is included in ECO. 

NGIA’s cost-benefit framework is more flexible and expansive than the cost-effectiveness tests 

used in ECO, and it places value on making strategic investments today to drive innovation and 

ratepayer and societal benefits for the future. In contrast, the ECO framework focuses more on 

enabling and encouraging customers to adopt existing, mature efficient technologies that 

provide immediate participant, ratepayer, and societal benefits. A program within ECO, the 

Minnesota Efficient Technology Accelerator (“ETA”), complements these other efforts by 

systematically identifying and working to eliminate market barriers that cannot be addressed by 

incentives to accelerate the deployment and reduce the cost of innovative technologies and 

approaches.3 While there are some shared objectives and strategies across the three programs 

– NGIA, ECO, and ETA – CEE believes that these programs are complementary and each play an 

important role in our state’s energy conservation and electrification efforts. NGIA provides the 

opportunity to test cutting-edge technologies and approaches that may not be considered cost-

 
1 Minn. Stat. § 216B.2427, subd. 1, paragraph (f). 
2 Minn. Stat. § 216B.2427, subd. 1, paragraph (q). 
3 Minn. Stat. § 216B.241, subd. 14. 
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effective under the ECO framework but could become so with strategic investment and 

development through NGIA. ECO provides the venue to broadly deploy innovative technologies 

and approaches that prove successful and cost-effective through NGIA.  

During the stakeholder discussions, CEE and others stressed the importance of considering, not 

just innovative technologies, but also innovative program design and implementation, when 

determining the appropriateness of energy efficiency and electrification pilot projects in NGIA. 

We asserted that it may be appropriate for some NGIA pilot projects to include technologies and 

measures that are also included or could be included in ECO programs, if those NGIA pilots are 

using and testing new, innovative and intensive program design approaches.  

For instance, while ECO programs have been broadly successful, there are customer groups that 

have not benefited from ECO programs as much as others. NGIA could offer a venue to develop 

innovative interventions that target and reach hard-to-reach customers. Additionally, new and 

innovative technologies with undeveloped markets often require more intensive and expensive 

program design than more mature technologies. Customers can be hesitant or reluctant to invest 

in untested or unfamiliar technologies, and there are often few contractors and installers to both 

correctly install and champion those new technologies. Effective utility programming for new 

technologies often involves concentrated participant recruitment, higher participant incentives, 

recruitment and training for contractors and installers, field testing and data collection on 

equipment performance, and externally facing reports to share the data and findings, all of which 

may not be possible under the ECO cost-effectiveness framework. Therefore, in deciding whether 

an energy efficiency or electrification proposal is appropriate for NGIA, we encouraged 

stakeholders at the time, and continue to encourage stakeholders today, to look beyond whether 

a particular piece of equipment or technology can be cost-effectively included in ECO and also 

consider the intensive programming needed to advance a new or emerging technology or 

approach. 

The stakeholder discussions on energy efficiency and electrification eligibility for NGIA ultimately 

culminated in a broadly supported joint proposal to the Commission. On July 1, 2022, the 

Department filed Comments on behalf of itself, CEE, Center Point Energy, Xcel Energy, Minnesota 

Energy Resources Corporation, Greater Minnesota Gas, Fresh Energy, LIUNA Minnesota and 

North Dakota, Coalition of Renewable Natural Gas, Partnership on Waste and Energy, and the 

International Operating Engineers Local 49 (collectively “Joint Commenters”) summarizing our 

recommendations to the Commission. In our recommendations, we focused on the word 

“investment” within the statutory definition, which could encompass both investments in 

technologies and investments in innovative programming. The Joint Commenters stated,  

We conclude that relying on the term “investments” used in the 

statutory definition of energy efficiency and strategic 
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electrification creates flexibility regarding what type of efficiency 

and electrification programs, measures, or approaches might 

qualify in the future. At the same time, retaining the Department’s 

authority to determine whether an investment could “reasonably” 

be included in a utility’s CIP portfolio provides a backstop to ensure 

CIP and NGIA remain two separate frameworks intended to achieve 

different goals.4 

On September 8, 2022, the Commission adopted the Joint Commenter’s recommendations, 

codifying flexibility within the determination of eligibility and providing guidance for future utility 

plans.  

To be eligible for inclusion in innovation plans, utilities must:  

a. Demonstrate that proposed energy efficiency and strategic 

electrification investments are not included in the utility’s current 

conservation improvement program (CIP) Triennial Plan, and state 

whether the utility does or does not intend to include any of the 

proposed investments in future CIP Triennial Plans;  

b. For proposed energy efficiency and strategic electrification 

investments in measures that have been included in past CIP plans, 

provide historical measure level performance data since 2010; and  

c. Clearly demonstrate why the proposed energy efficiency 

and strategic electrification investments could not reasonably be 

included in the utility’s conservation improvement program.5 

We encourage the Commission and the Department to consider the broad and flexible 

interpretation of “investment” that underlies the Commission's September 12, 2022 Order in 

evaluating whether CenterPoint Energy’s proposed energy efficiency and electrification pilots 

should be approved through NGIA. While some of the technologies may be eligible for inclusion 

in ECO, we do not think that the intensive program design, field testing, and market development 

work proposed by the Company could reasonably be included in ECO or shown to be cost-

effective under the ECO framework. We believe that the Company’s proposed energy efficiency 

and electrification pilots are appropriate for the NGIA framework and will provide valuable 

findings and learnings to Minnesota’s overall energy efficiency and electrification efforts.  

 
4Page 4 of the July 1, 2022 Joint Comments by the Department, Center Point Energy, Xcel Energy, Minnesota 
Energy Resources Corporation, Greater Minnesota Gas, CEE, Fresh Energy, LIUNA Minnesota and North Dakota, 
Coalition of Renewable Natural Gas, Partnership on Waste and Energy, and the International Operating Engineers 
Local 49 in Docket Number G999/CI-21-566. 
5 September 12, 2022 Commission Order in Docket Number G999/CI-21-566. 
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CenterPoint Energy’s Proposed NGIA Pilots 

Pilot L: Industrial Electrification Incentives 

The Company’s Proposed Plan includes Pilot L, which would study and incentivize electric heat 

pumps for low-to-medium heat industrial processes. Pilot L includes an initial study phase to 

better understand the technical potential of electric heat pump technologies for industrial 

applications and to identify industrial customers that may be served by heat pumps. The 

Company would then install electric heat pumps at three customer facilities and conduct detailed 

field testing of the heat pumps’ performance. The Company proposed to cover the full cost of 

the heat pumps and installation. 6 

In initial comments filed on January 15, 2023 in this docket, CEE, the City of Minneapolis, 

GeoExchange, and CUB indicated support for Pilot L.7 

In its initial comments, the Department stated: 

The NGIA statute clearly states that investments that can be 

reasonably included in the natural gas utility's Triennial Plan under 

section 216B.241 should not be included in the NGIA Innovation 

Plans. Additionally, the Commission’s September 12, 2022 Order in 

the NGIA Framework Docket, states that to be eligible for inclusion 

in Innovation Plans, the utility must demonstrate that its 

investments are neither currently included nor can be reasonably 

included in their Triennial Plans.  

Based on the Department’s analysis of this pilot, the statutory 

requirements outlined in the NGIA statute, and the order points 

contained in the Commissioner’s September 12, 2022, Order, the 

Department concludes that Pilot L is not eligible for inclusion in the 

Innovation Plan and should be rejected by the Commission.8 

CEE respectfully disagrees with the Department’s conclusion. First, electrification of industrial 

end-uses is extremely nascent, and individual technologies face significant market barriers to 

further adoption. In fact, we are not aware of any industrial electrification projects being 

implemented anywhere in Minnesota, including through the ECO program. While CenterPoint 

 
6 Pages 36-38 of Exhibit D of CenterPoint Energy’s 2024-2029  Natural Gas Innovation Plan, filed on June 28, 2023 
in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
7 Initial Comments filed on January 15, 2024 in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215.  
8 Pages 56-57 of the Department’s January 16, 2024 Comments in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 



6 
 

Energy included incentives for residential heat pump applications in its latest ECO Plan,9 it did 

not include any programs or incentives for industrial heat pump applications in ECO.  

We believe that there is significant promise for industrial electrification applications, however, 

such an emergent approach will require additional investment to demonstrate its applicability, 

economics, and technical viability before it can be successfully included in largescale ECO 

programming. Moreover, we believe that this technology and the intensive programming 

proposed in Pilot L is exactly the type of innovative programming that should be included in NGIA 

and the type of programing the Commission contemplated in its September 12, 2022 Order in 

Docket Number G999/CI-21-566. Pilot L includes research, customer recruitment, high customer 

incentives, and in-depth field testing and measurement of performance. We believe that this 

intensive programming will be necessary to recruit participants and adequately test this 

technology, and that this programming would not be cost-effective through ECO.  

A recent report by the American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy (“ACEEE”) reinforces 

the value that Pilot L could provide toward advancing industrial electrification: 

Field-level demonstrations of various [industrial heat pump] 

types—in multiple industrial applications—are crucial to lowering 

hurdles, increasing awareness of [industrial heat pump] benefits, 

and developing diverse workforce to support installations. Broad 

support and engagement across industry, utilities, agencies, and 

technology providers is needed to promptly accelerate 

demonstrations and the learning they provide.10 

Additionally, the Department noted, “A lack of outreach on behalf of [CenterPoint Energy] to find 

potential participants for this pilot makes the Department skeptical of the pilot’s chances of 

success, especially considering other pilots targeting industrial customers where the Company 

did provide details of customer interest.”11 CEE agrees with the Department that recruiting 

participants for this pilot project may be challenging. Industrial electrification is an incipient 

market and customers could be reluctant to participate. We encourage the Company to invest in 

targeted and intentional outreach to potential participants. Further, outreach and recruitment 

for participation in Pilot L may be most effective once the results of the initial study phase are 

available.  

CEE recommends that the Commission approve CenterPoint Energy’s proposed Pilot L to test and 

develop opportunities and applications for industrial electrification. 

 
9 Docket Number G008/CIP-23-95 
10 Rightor, E. et al. (2022). Industrial heat pumps: Electrifying industry’s process heat supply. ACEEE. p. vii. 
11 Page 56 of the Department’s January 16, 2024 Comments in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
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Pilot M: Commercial Hybrid Heating 

The Company’s Proposed Plan includes Pilot M, which would provide support for commercial 

buildings to replace existing Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning ("HVAC") systems with 

hybrid systems that combine electric heat pumps with a natural gas backup heating source.12 

In initial comments in this docket, CEE, the City of Minneapolis, GeoExchange, and CUB indicated 

support for Pilot M.13  

The Department stated in its January 16, 2024 Comments to this docket, “[Pilot M] would be a 

better fit for the Company’s ECO Plan due to the statutory threshold regarding the classification 

of projects between ECO and NGIA.”14 The Department explained, “[B]ecause similar measures 

are being bundled and provided by other utilities and the fact that the vendor explained that the 

overall package of measures will be cost-effective, the Department concludes that [CenterPoint 

Energy] has not clearly demonstrated why these measures could not be reasonably included in 

its 2024-2026 ECO portfolio.”15 Therefore, the Department concluded that Pilot M should not be 

eligible for inclusion in NGIA and recommended that the Commission reject Pilot M. 16  

CEE respectfully disagrees with the Department’s conclusion related to the eligibility and 

appropriateness of Pilot M in CenterPoint Energy’s NGIA portfolio. While hybrid heating systems 

– electric air source heat pumps paired with a natural gas back-up heating source – are 

increasingly common in the residential sector, hybrid heating systems are still uncommon in 

commercial settings. CenterPoint Energy’s approved 2024-2026 ECO Triennial Plan does not 

include incentives for commercial hybrid heating equipment or systems. The Company noted that 

such systems could be incentivized through its custom efficient fuel switching rebate program, 

but that commercial hybrid heating incentives were not included as a prescriptive offering 

because they were not cost-effective under the ECO cost-effectiveness framework.17  

While it may be true that bundling commercial hybrid heating systems with other cost-effective 

measures could allow a broader program to be cost-effective under the ECO framework, we do 

not believe that should disqualify the measure from inclusion in NGIA. As with industrial 

electrification, hybrid heating systems in commercial buildings are rare. Customers are often 

reluctant to invest in the technology and contractors can be reluctant to recommend the 

technology due to a lack of familiarity and information. Therefore, even if there were ECO 

 
12 Pages 39-42 of Exhibit D of CenterPoint Energy’s 2024-2029  Natural Gas Innovation Plan, filed on June 28, 2023 
in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
13 Initial Comments filed in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
14 Page 5 of the Department’s January 16, 2023 Comments in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
15 Page 57 of the Department’s January 16, 2023 Comments in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
16 Page 57 of the Department’s January 16, 2023 Comments in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
17 Page 57 of the Department’s January 16, 2023 Comments in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
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incentives for commercial hybrid heating systems, that alone is not likely to move the market, as 

commercial hybrid systems face significant market barriers.  

Nonetheless, hybrid space heating systems will be a critical tool in reducing emissions associated 

with natural gas consumption in commercial buildings. Pilot M would help to advance this 

important technology by providing intensive customer outreach, attractive customer incentives, 

technical support, custom energy savings estimates, high-quality installations, and product 

performance data.  

Moreover, Pilot M would support and expand upon work being done through the ETA program 

to accelerate the availability of high-performance, dual fuel rooftop units (“RTUs”) for 

commercial applications. The ETA does not provide any customer incentives, but rather 

addresses additional market barriers in a manner complementary to the NGIA pilot. ETA activities 

related to high-performance RTUs includes:  

• Conducting research and pilot studies in partnership with manufacturers, distributers, 

contractors, and building decision makers. 

• Partnering with manufacturers and distributors to learn about their approaches to RTU 

technology and provide market information and resources. 

• Working with contractors to understand their needs and provide support by offering 

tools/resources and training opportunities. 

• Providing educational resources and tools for building owners and decision-makers to 

help them understand efficient RTU technologies and make the most of their benefits. 

Pilot M would supplement this work by providing opportunities to monitor product performance 

in the field and collect and share data with utilities, contractors, and other relevant stakeholders. 

CEE believes that the Company’s proposed Pilot M is an appropriate project for NGIA, and we 

recommend that the Commission approve Pilot M to test and foster emerging commercial hybrid 

heating technologies and applications. 

Pilot N: Residential Deep Energy Retrofits and Electric Air Source Heat Pumps 

The Company’s Proposed Plan includes Pilot N, which proposes a three-phase pilot program to 

test a combination of deep energy retrofits and air-source electric heat pumps with a natural gas 

back-up heating source in a variety of residential building types.18 Pilot N is designed to satisfy 

the statutory requirement that CenterPoint Energy include a pilot program that facilitates deep 

 
18 Page 42 of Exhibit D of CenterPoint Energy’s 2024-2029  Natural Gas Innovation Plan, filed on June 28, 2023 in 
Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
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energy retrofits and the installation of cold climate electric air-source heat pumps in existing 

residential homes in the Company’s first NGIA plan.19 

In initial comments in this docket, CEE, the City of Minneapolis, CUB, and the Clean Energy 

Organizations s recommended approval of Pilot N.20 

In its January 16, 2024 Comments, the Department also recommended approval of the proposed 

Pilot N, but recommended a reduction to the Company’s filed goals and budget. The Department 

reviewed proposals the Company received in response to a Request for Ideas (“RFI”) for Pilot N 

and noticed that the Company’s proposed goals and budget for Pilot N were higher than the 

budget and goals included in RFI responses. The Department stated, “[CenterPoint Energy’s] pilot 

proposal, which was supposedly based on these RFIs, included more than double the number of 

participants and a substantially higher budget.”21 The Department therefore recommended the 

Commission approve a lower budget than was included in the Proposed Plan, stating, “Keeping 

the program budget within the bounds of what the RFI respondents submitted allows us to create 

realistic cost estimates that are achievable.”22 

CEE is one of the vendors that provided a proposal for Pilot N during the Company's RFI process. 

We acknowledge that our proposed participation and budget targets were lower than those 

included in the Company’s Proposed Plan. However, we support the participation goals and 

budget included in the Company’s Proposed Plan for Pilot N. We did not conduct a rigorous 

assessment of the market potential for Pilot N when developing our proposal. We believe that 

the Company’s proposed participation goal, of 140 buildings with a $5.5 million budget by year 

five,23 is attainable through the Company’s proposal. 

CEE recommends that the Commission approve Pilot N as proposed by the Company in its 

Proposed Plan. 

Conclusion 

Pilots L, M, and N are important and appropriate pilots for inclusion in CenterPoint Energy’s first 

NGIA plan. Although some technologies may overlap with those included in ECO, each proposed 

pilot is innovative and will require more intensive programming than typically pursued through 

ECO, including higher customer incentives, field testing, market development, and intensive 

program outreach and recruitment. As such, CEE strongly recommends that the Commission 

 
19 Minnesota Statute § 216B.2427 Subd. 8. 
20 Initial Comments filed in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
21 Page 58 of the Department’s January 16, 2023 Comments in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
22 Page 58 of the Department’s January 16, 2023 Comments in Docket Number G-008/M-23-215. 
23 Page 113 of of CenterPoint Energy’s 2024-2029  Natural Gas Innovation Plan, filed on June 28, 2023 in Docket 
Number G-008/M-23-215. 
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approve the Company’s proposed Pilots L, M, and N for inclusion in CenterPoint Energy’s 2024-

2029 Natural Gas Innovation Plan.  

Thank you for considering our comments. Please contact me at apartridge@mncee.org with any 

questions. 

Sincerely,  

/s/ Audrey Partridge 

Director of Regulatory 

Center for Energy and Environment 

 

mailto:apartridge@mncee.org
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