
 
 
 
February 26, 2025 
 
 
Consumer Affairs Office 
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission 
121 7th Place East, Suite 350 
St. Paul, MN  55101 
 
RE:  EERA Hearing Comments 
 Iron Pine Solar Project  
 PUC Docket Nos. GS-23-414, TL-23-415 

OAH Docket No. 22-2500-40198 
 
Dear Consumer Affairs Office:  

Minnesota Department of Commerce, Energy Environmental Review and Analysis (EERA) staff provides 
the following comments on the Iron Pine Solar Project (project) proposed by Iron Pine Solar Power, LLC 
(applicant). 

In these comments EERA:  

• Recommends modifications to the draft decommissioning plan,  
• Recommends modifications to the draft vegetation management plan, and 
• Addresses the direct testimony of Iron Pine Solar Power, LLC with respect to select permit 

conditions for the project.  

Decommissioning Plan 

Site permits issued by the Commission for solar facilities require permittees to file decommissioning 
plans prior to construction. The intent of the decommissioning plan is to ensure that the site is restored 
at the end of the facility’s useful life, and that the restoration costs are borne by the permittee.  

EERA Staff Comments on Iron Pine Solar Draft Decommissioning Plan  

EERA staff has reviewed the draft decommissioning plan (draft plan) for the proposed Iron Pine Solar 
Project included as Appendix H of the site permit application filed May 15, 2024.  

EERA staff’s review is guided by the recommendation of the Solar and Wind Decommissioning Working 
Group (SWDWG). As discussed in EERA staff’s recommendations on decommissioning plans in Docket 
17-123, the decommissioning plan should serve as a stand-alone document to orient the reader to the 
project as it is on the ground.   

EERA Comments and Recommendations  

• Plan Cover: The cover should be updated to include the project docket number and a date.  
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• Independent Preparer: Meets EERA expectations. The plan and cost estimate have been 
prepared by Stantec Consulting Services, LLC. 

• Decommissioning Objective: Does not meet EERA expectations. Although the introduction to 
Section 2 indicates an intent to restore the project area to allow for land use similar to pre-
construction use, EERA recommends the plan include a separate heading and clear statement of 
the objective of decommissioning the project. It is anticipated that the objective for most 
facilities will be to restore the site to its prior use as required in site permits (typically located in 
Section 9 of the standard site permit). It is possible that, in the future, restoration to a different 
use (e.g. commercial or residential), may be sought as urban areas expand towards solar 
facilities on what had been exurban areas, but at this stage the objective should be consistent 
with the standard permit language. 

• Scheduled Updates: Does not meet EERA expectations. Although the plan does indicate that the 
costs and financial assurance will be re-assessed every five years under Section 4.5 “Financial 
Assurance,” EERA’s recommendation is that the plan itself be updated and, if necessary, revised, 
and filed with the Commission every five years. EERA recommends putting information on 
updates under a separate heading. EERA staff recommends a “permit version” of the 
decommissioning plan filed with pre-construction documents, and then scheduled updates 
every five years thereafter. The plan should also be updated any time there is a change in 
ownership or permit amendments. Updates allow for updated information on permits, 
decommissioning methods, costs, and financial assurance. 

• Project Description: Partially meets EERA expectations. EERA recommends several 
organizational and technical revisions to illustrate and clarify the project as it exists on the 
ground:  

• Move the information in Section 2.1 (Overview of Facilities) into Section 1.1 (Facilities 
Components) to summarize the major components (e.g., acres of modules, miles of 
fencing, number and size of stormwater basins, miles of internal roads, etc.) at the 
beginning of the plan and focus on the activities of decommissioning in Section 2.  

• The pre-construction update should clarify the project that Iron Pine is constructing, at 
that point it will no longer be a proposal (e.g., proposing to construct and operate, 
proposed layout, proposed switchyard, etc.).  

• Clarify the location of the facility by including township, range, and sections in the land 
control area and site in addition to the general reference to “south of the city of Willow 
River.”  

• Update the anticipated date of commercial operation in the pre-construction version of 
the plan and update to the actual date of operation in updates.  

• Update Figure 1 to include a legend, label major roads and other landscape features, 
and identify the location of project components (e.g., arrays, roads, cabling, switching 
station, O&M facility, inverter location, gen-tie line, stormwater basins, etc.).  
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• The date and eDocket location of the site permit when issued. Future updates should 
also reference past decommissioning plans and provide a link to those plans.  

• A short statement on land ownership. Clarify the land ownership at the time of 
construction. Clarify whether Iron Pine owns or leases the site.  

• Use of Generation Output. Does not meet EERA expectations. Add a header and brief text to 
clarify how the generation from the project will be used. The pre-construction version of the 
plan should include a general statement of where the generation will be used under a separate 
heading. Examples include, but are not limited to: 

o Power Purchase Agreement (PPA). For any portion of the output sold through a PPA, the 
description should include the off-taker and the expiration date of any PPA(s). 

o Utility-owned generation portfolio 

• Permits and Notifications: Does not meet EERA expectations. EERA recommends that the pre-
construction version of the plan include a list of permits required for decommissioning and local 
government notifications. EERA anticipates that the required permits may change over time, but 
the periodic reviews provide an opportunity for the list to be identified. Recently issued permits 
require the decommissioning plan be provided to local governments, so plan to document 
compliance with that provision once the plan is filed as a pre-construction document 

• Tasks and Timing: Partially meets EERA expectations. EERA recommends clarification on the 
presence and removal of stormwater basins and additional information on assumptions for 
waste disposal and timeframe schedule prior to filing as a pre-construction filing:  

• Clarify whether there will be stormwater basins installed at the site to manage 
stormwater runoff.  Although stormwater basins are referenced in the application, they 
are not included in the decommissioning plan or in the map illustrating the facility. The 
plan should anticipate removal of any stormwater basins and describe removal and 
reclamation of basin sites. 

• Add a short section in the text that generally discusses assumptions for disposal and 
identifies landfill and recycling facilities in place at this time (see, for example, Section 
4.1 of  the 2024 decommissioning plan for Sherco Solar 3 project). EERA anticipates 
these facilities are likely to change as the project ages, but calling this information out in 
its own subsection makes it easier identify whether updates are needed. 

• Provide some additional detail on the timeframe/schedule for decommissioning. A 
Gantt chart is not necessary at this time, but something more detailed than “12 
months.” (see, for example, section 7 of the 2024 decommissioning plan for Sherco 
Solar 3 project). 

• Cost Estimate: The cost information in Section 4 partially meets EERA expectations at this time. 
EERA expects a more detailed cost estimate that includes both gross and net costs as well as 
assumptions. See, e.g., Section 6 and Attachment B of the Decommissioning Plan for Lake 

https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/documents/%7B00196892-0000-CE1F-882E-F9D2DF3493EB%7D/download
https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/documents/%7B00196892-0000-CE1F-882E-F9D2DF3493EB%7D/download


EERA Hearing Comments  
PUC Docket Nos. GS-23-414, TL-23-415 
OAH Docket No. 22-2500-40198 
 
 

4  
 

Wilson Solar (eDocket ID: 20232-193057-10). EERA notes that the estimated salvage value of the 
PV modules, trackers, and posts represents approximately 87 percent of the total salvage value 
of the project. EERA agrees with Iron Pine’s decision to include only salvage value and not resale 
value. EERA notes that the resale market for PV panels is not well established and using current 
resale values 30 years into the future is speculative. EERA anticipates that the both the resale 
recycling markets for PV panels will become more stable over time and will continue to monitor 
for all solar projects. EERA recommend that both gross and net costs be updated at five year 
intervals. 

• Financial Assurance: Does not meet EERA expectations. EERA recommends the pre-construction 
version of the plan include financial assurance under a separate header and identify both the 
financial assurance options that Iron Pine is considering and the beneficiary of the financial 
assurance. EERA recommends moving the proposed schedule to a separate “Scheduled 
Updates” section as discussed above.   

Vegetation Management Plan 

EERA and the Vegetation Management Plan Working Group (VMPWG) have reviewed the draft 
vegetation management plan (VMP) for the Iron Pine Solar Project included as Appendix E of the site 
permit application filed May 15, 2024.1 EERA staff provides the following comments on the behalf of the 
VMPWG.  

As an initial matter, EERA finds that the draft VMP is well organized and generally consistent with 
Department of Commerce guidance regarding vegetation management plans for solar facilities.  

VMPWG Comments and Recommendations 

• Monitoring of the VMP: The applicant indicates that monitoring for the VMP will be conducted 
by “internal staff from Iron Pine Solar future facility owners, facility operators, or hired 
contractors” (Section 1.3). EERA recommends that monitoring be conducted by qualified third-
party monitors rather than applicant/permittee staff.  
 

• Long-term Management Objectives: EERA recommends that the VMP clarify if long-term 
management objectives vary with vegetation management units (or not) (Section 3.2).    
 

• Mulching: Section 5.4 of the draft VMP discusses proposed mulching activities for the project. 
EERA recommends that all mulches used for the project consist solely of natural (non-plastic) 
materials.   
 

 

1 The VMPWG is an interagency working group comprised of staff from several state agencies including the 
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Minnesota Department of Agriculture, Minnesota Pollution Control 
Agency, Minnesota Department of Transportation, Minnesota Board of Soil and Water Resources, and the 
Minnesota Department of Commerce.    

https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/edockets/searchDocuments.do?method=showPoup&documentId=%7b20393886-0000-CA22-81A2-BB832085567C%7d&documentTitle=20232-193057-10
https://eera.web.commerce.state.mn.us/eera/web/project-file/11702
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• Seed Mixes: EERA recommends that seed mixes for the project be consistent with the 
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources updated solar guidance: Prairie Establishment and 
Maintenance Technical Guidance for Solar Projects (February 2025) (Section 6.1).  
 
EERA staff notes that the Minnesota Department of Transportation has also recently updated its 
seeding manual (June 2024). EERA recommends that seed mixes for the project and any seed 
substitutions be consistent with this manual.   
 

• Vegetation Monitoring: EERA recommends that a qualified third party independent monitor 
with sufficient botanical experience identifying native plants, native plant communities, invasive 
species, and non-native species typical of Minnesota, conduct vegetation monitoring for the 
project to ensure an unbiased reporting of vegetation establishment (Section 8). 
 

• Management Goals: The VMP is unclear as to whether the project is committed to achieving 
“Habitat Friendly Solar” status or participating in other Minnesota Board of Soil and Water 
Resources programs. EERA recommends that any program participation be clarified in the VMP 
and that any associated reporting requirements be included in the VMP. 

Permit Conditions 

On January 22, 2025, the applicant provided its direct testimony for the public hearing (eDocket ID: 
20251-214246-02). This testimony included discussion of potential permit conditions for the project and 
proposed edits (Section VIII. EA, Draft Site Permit, & Draft Route Permit). EERA staff provides the 
following comments for select permit conditions. 

• 4.3.17 Vegetation Management Plan. The applicant proposes making identification of the third-
party monitor for the VMP a filing separate from the VMP itself. EERA staff has no objection to 
this proposed edit.    
 

• 5.1 Visual Screening Plan. EERA has no objection to the applicant’s proposed edits.  
 

• 4.3.8 Aesthetics. The applicant proposes editing this permit condition to focus on landowners 
affected by the visual screening plan. EERA believes this edit is unnecessary. Section 4.3.8 is a 
general permit condition applicable to all solar facilities. Its intent is general in nature – 
“preserve the natural landscape, minimize tree removal, and prevent any unnecessary 
destruction of the natural surroundings in the vicinity of the Project during construction and 
operation.” Proposed special permit condition 5.1 (Visual Screening Plan) is much more specific 
and focused on affected landowners, i.e., landowners very near the proposed project for whom 
aesthetic impacts could be mitigated by plantings or other measures.    
 

• 5.3 Snowmobile Trail 187. EERA has no objection to the applicant’s proposed edits. However, 
EERA staff recommends that the permit condition text include more as to the goal(s) of the 
coordination between the permittee and the snowmobile club. For example, the text might 
read: 

https://files.dnr.state.mn.us/publications/ewr/prairie_solar_tech_guidance.pdf
https://files.dnr.state.mn.us/publications/ewr/prairie_solar_tech_guidance.pdf
https://edocs-public.dot.state.mn.us/edocs_public/DMResultSet/download?docId=38602255
http://bwsr.state.mn.us/minnesota-habitat-friendly-solar-program
https://efiling.web.commerce.state.mn.us/documents/%7BB0D98F94-0000-C630-99BA-9DDF9A06C52E%7D/download?contentSequence=0&rowIndex=16
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5.3 Snowmobile Trail 
The Permittee shall coordinate with the Northern Pine Riders 
snowmobile club regarding snowmobile trail 187 and its use consistent 
with construction and operation of the project.  

 
EERA staff appreciates the opportunity to provide these comments. 
 
Sincerely,  

 

 

Ray Kirsch 
EERA Environmental Review Manager  
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