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IN THE MATTER OF THE CERTIFICATE OF 

NEED AND ROUTE PERMIT APPLICATIONS 

FOR THE MINNESOTA ENERGY 

CONNECTION PROJECT   

DOCKET NOS. E002/CN-22-131 

AND TL-22-132 
 

COMMENTS ON DRAFT 

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT 

STATEMENT 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Northern States Power Company, doing business as Xcel Energy, respectfully submits 
these Comments on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) prepared for 
the Minnesota Energy Connection Project (Project) by the Minnesota Department of 
Commerce, Energy Environmental Review and Analysis (EERA). Xcel Energy 
appreciates EERA’s preparation of the DEIS and believes that the DEIS reasonably 
addresses the issues and alternatives raised in scoping. Xcel Energy’s limited comments 
here provide clarifications and/or additional information where it may be helpful in 
the review of the Project by EERA, the Administrative Law Judge, and the Minnesota 
Public Utilities Commission. In addition, consistent with the Scheduling Order in this 
matter, Xcel Energy will submit, among other things, its responses to public hearing 
comments on December 13, 2024. 

These comments are organized to correspond to the organization of the DEIS. Xcel 
Energy also incorporates its pre-filed testimony into these comments, as applicable.1 

 
1 See Direct Testimony of Jason Standing (Sept. 6, 2024) (eDocket No. 20249-210020-04); Direct Testimony of 
Joseph Samuel (Sept. 6, 2024) (eDocket No. 20249-210020-03); Direct Testimony of Matthew Langan (Sept. 6, 
2024) (eDocket No. 20249-210020-02); Surrebuttal Testimony of Joseph Samuel (Oct. 22, 2024) (eDocket No. 
202410-211225-03); and Surrebuttal Testimony of Matthew Langan (Oct. 22, 2024) (eDocket No. 202410-
211225-02).  



 

 

COMMENTS 
 

A. Project Background 

1. Need  

The DEIS states that the purpose of this Project is to: “construct a [HVTL] to connect 
new energy sources to the [Midcontinent Independent System Operator (MISO)] 
transmission grid at the location of the retiring Sherco coal-fired generator. . . .”2 Xcel 
Energy requests that the DEIS further clarify that the primary purpose of the Project is 
to interconnect new carbon-free generation to the Sherco Substation. Specifically, in its 
order regarding Xcel Energy’s 2020-2034 Upper Midwest Integrated Resource Plan 
(IRP) (the 2019 IRP Order), the Commission specified:  

Xcel has demonstrated that, between 2027 and 2032, it will need 
approximately 600 MW more solar-powered generation and 2,150 
MW more wind-powered generation, or an equivalent amount of 
energy and capacity from a combination of wind, solar and/or 
storage.3 

Likewise, there are currently open dockets related to the Company’s 2024-2040 IRP 
(Docket No. E002/RP-24-67) and acquisition of up to 800 MW of firm dispatchable 
generation (Docket No. E002/CN-23-212). In those dockets, Xcel Energy filed a 
Settlement Agreement on October 2, 2024. Under that Settlement Agreement, 2,800 
MW of wind and 120 MW of standalone storage are projected to connect to the 
Project. The Settlement Agreement also supports the selection of the Company’s 
proposed 420 MW Lyon County Generating Station that will back up renewables and 
supply power during critical times, while also providing grid stability for the Minnesota 
Energy Connection. The Commission’s comment period regarding the Settlement 
Agreement closes on December 18, 2024.4 

Overall, based upon the 2019 IRP Order and the proposed 2024 Settlement 
Agreement, the Company anticipates that the large majority of generation connected to 

 
2 DEIS at 1. 
3 In the Matter of the 2020-2034 Upper Midwest Integrated Resource Plan of Northern States Power Company d/b/a Xcel 
Energy, MPUC Docket No. E002/RP-19-368, Order Approving Plan with Modifications and Establishing 
Requirements for Future Filings, at Ordering ¶ 2.A.8 (Apr. 15, 2022); see id. at 14 (“Xcel has demonstrated that, 
between 2027 and 2032, it will need approximately 600 MW more solar-powered generation and 2,150 MW of 
wind-powered generation on the Sherco gen-tie line—or an equivalent amount of energy and capacity from a 
combination of wind, solar, and/or storage.).  
4 In the Matter of Northern States Power Company d/b/a Xcel Energy 2024-2040 Integrated 
Resource Plan, MPUC Docket No. E002/RP-24-67, Notice of Comment Period (Nov. 1, 2024) and In the Matter 
of Xcel Energy’s Competitive Resource Acquisition Process for up to 800 Megawatts of Firm Dispatchable Generation, MPUC 
Docket No. E002/CN-23-212, Notice of Comment Period (Nov. 1, 2024). 
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the Project will be carbon-free (likely wind) generation, and the Project is needed 
regardless of the proposed Lyon County Generating Station. The Company thus 
respectfully requests that the Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) further 
specify that the purpose of the Project is not only to connect new energy sources, but 
new carbon-free energy sources. 

2. Schedule 

The DEIS states that Project construction will commence in the third quarter of 2025.5 
Xcel Energy notes that this timeframe is consistent with the Route Permit Application.  
The Company provided an update regarding Project schedule in the Direct Testimony 
of Joseph Samuel indicating that Project construction is anticipated to commence in 
early 2026 and be placed in service in third quarter 2028.6 The Company respectfully 
requests that the FEIS reflect this update to Project schedule. 

3. Cost 

Section 3.5 of the DEIS discusses Project costs. The cost estimates in the DEIS are 
consistent with the Route Permit Application. The Company provided additional 
information regarding Project costs in both the Direct Testimony and Surrebuttal 
Testimony of Mr. Samuel.7 Appendix O to the DEIS includes a supplemental 
information inquiry response from Xcel Energy regarding, among other things, costs. 
Xcel Energy notes that the version of Xcel Energy’s response reproduced in Appendix 
O appears to be incomplete. Xcel Energy respectfully requests that the FEIS reflect 
this additional information and that the costs reflected in the FEIS reflect Mr. Samuel’s 
Testimony and the complete supplemental information inquiry response from Xcel 
Energy; for example, as stated in Mr. Samuel’s Direct Testimony (and contrary to the 
values presented in the DEIS), Xcel Energy anticipates that the Purple Route will cost 
more than the Blue Route, despite being shorter. Likewise, as reflected in Schedule 1 to 
Mr. Samuel’s Surrebuttal Testimony, the Blue Route and Preferred Route are 
anticipated to cost less per mile than the Purple Route and Routes C and D studied in 
the DEIS.8

 
5 DEIS at 18. 
6 Direct Testimony of Joseph Samuel at 3 (Sept. 6, 2024) (eDocket No. 20249-210020-03). 
7 Direct Testimony of Joseph Samuel at 3-5 (Sept. 6, 2024) (eDocket No. 20249-210020-03) and Surrebuttal 
Testimony of Joseph Samuel at 4-6 (Oct. 22, 2024) (eDocket No. 202410-211225-03). 
8 Appendix O to the DEIS includes a supplemental information inquiry response from Xcel Energy regarding 
costs. The version of Xcel Energy’s response reproduced in Appendix O may be incomplete in that it omits 
some narrative provided by the Company regarding cost calculations. 



 

 

B. Chapter 4: Alternatives to the Project 

In describing the feasibility of alternatives, the DEIS focuses primarily on whether an 
alternative can connect new energy resources at the Sherco Substation.9 The discussion 
of all alternatives would be more comprehensive if it were to include a determination 
of whether the alternative meets the Project need as identified in Section A(1) above—
to connect more than 2,000 MW of carbon-free energy and capacity resources at the 
Sherco Substation. 

In Section 4.2.5.1.2 Natural Gas, the DEIS states that the “alternative meets the 
purpose of the project to interconnect new generation sources to the Sherco 
Substation.”10 While a new gas plant that connects to the Project may be selected in 
Docket No. E002/CN-23-212, that is not the purpose of the Project.  The purpose of 
the Project is to connect carbon-free energy and capacity resources at Sherco.   

C. Chapters 5-12: Potential Impacts and Mitigation 

1. Lux Airstrip 

In Section 5.2.10.6.2, the DEIS notes that the Blue Route could impact the existing 
Lux Airstrip, a private grass airstrip, and states that “Route Segment 223 . . . is 
recommended to avoid direct impacts” to that airstrip.11 As described in the Direct 
Testimony of Matthew Langan, Xcel Energy reviewed Route Segment 223 and does 
not support the entirety of that alternative because of increased impacts to residents on 
the southern portion of the alternative and constructability concerns associated with 
multiple potential crossings of an existing transmission line in this area.12 However, 
Xcel Energy does not oppose the northern approximately one mile of Route Segment 
223. In Mr. Langan’s Direct Testimony, Xcel Energy identified a modified version of 
Route Segment 223, along with the human and environmental impacts associated with 
the modified route segment.13 Xcel Energy does not object to the modified alternative 
being included in the Project’s route and requests that the FEIS include analysis related 
to the modified alternative. Xcel Energy will provide any additional information 
needed by EERA for this modified alternative. 

2. Redwood Falls Municipal Airport 

During the November 7, 2024, meeting and hearing in Redwood Falls, a member of 
the public questioned whether the Redwood Falls Municipal Airport should be 

 
9 See, e.g., DEIS at 59. 
10 Id. at 63. 
11 Id. at 115. 
12 Direct Testimony of Matthew Langan at 12 (Sept. 6, 2024) (eDocket No. 20249-210020-02).  
13 Id. 
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identified and analyzed in the DEIS. The Blue Route is approximately 3 miles south of 
that airport. The Purple Route is farther from the airport than the Blue Route. Due to 
the distance of the Blue Route from the Redwood Falls Municipal Airport, no impacts 
are anticipated from the Project. Regardless, Xcel Energy will consult with the Federal 
Aviation Administration as needed. 

3. Stray voltage  

During the October/November 2024 meetings and hearings, members of the public 
had questions and comments concerning stray voltage. This topic is addressed in 
Section 5.3.4 of the DEIS. At the meetings and hearings, Xcel Energy representatives 
provided further information regarding the Company’s voluntary procedures related to 
stray voltage. Related to those procedures, for the convenience of EERA and the 
public, Xcel Energy provides here a link to Minnesota Stray Voltage Guide: A Guide for 
Addressing Stray Voltage Concerns.14  

4. Route Segment 213 

Section 7.9.5 of the DEIS discusses Route Segment 213 and states that the alternative 
was proposed, among other things, to avoid nearby dwellings.15 Xcel Energy’s initial 
review of Route Segment 213 identified several issues related to this alternative, 
including the close proximity to the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 
Sheridan Wildlife Management Area (WMA) and state conservation easements along 
the Redwood River, a greenfield crossing of the Redwood River, additional wetland 
crossings, and three additional angle structures that increase cost. Route Segment 213 
does, however, provide a net reduction of four residences within 300 feet of the 
transmission line. Therefore, upon further analysis, including review of comments 
made during the public hearings, Xcel Energy has determined that, although there 
would be an increase in cost, Route Segment 213 would be feasible because the Project 
alignment could avoid the WMA and conservation easements. Xcel Energy does not 
object to the extent the Commission selects Route Segment 213 as part of the Project’s 
route. 

5. Center pivot irrigation systems 

Xcel Energy’s route development attempted to avoid impacts on center pivot irrigation 
systems by following property and field lines, allowing center pivot irrigation systems 
to continue to function, regardless of whether they are within the right-of-way or 
route. In certain areas, other constraints (i.e., residences) made total avoidance 

 
14 See https://www.minnesotastrayvoltageguide.com/wp-
content/uploads/2015/10/MN_StrayVoltageGuide_HR.pdf.  
15 DEIS at 275. 
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infeasible. Where a center pivot irrigation system is impacted, Xcel Energy will work 
closely with the landowner to minimize and mitigate those impacts. 

With respect to center pivot irrigation systems, Appendix E of the DEIS analyzes and 
compares the length (in feet) of a route’s crossing of a system, as well as acres of a 
system within a route’s right-of-way. Xcel Energy notes, however, that acreage of a 
system within a right-of-way does not indicate actual impacts to a system, particularly 
where a right-of-way follows property and field lines. In other words, acreage of a 
center pivot irrigation system within a right-of-way does not necessarily mean that the 
system would be impacted by the Project. Xcel Energy requests that the FEIS reflect 
that acreage of a system within a right-of-way does not necessarily indicate adverse 
impacts to that system. 

In Sections 9.8 and 11.8, the DEIS states that Route Segments D4 and F4 (both of 
which correspond to the Blue Route) would result in impacts to existing center pivot 
irrigation systems.16 More specifically, the Blue Route along Route Segment D4 would 
cross two center pivot irrigators just east of Grove Creek; it is not clear to Xcel Energy 
that impacts would be unavoidable to these systems, given their location in relation to 
the right-of-way. In this area, the route was developed to avoid greater impacts to 
residences if the route were to follow existing roads in the area, including pinch points 
where residences exist on either side of roads. Similarly, the Blue Route along Route 
Segment F4 would cross two center pivot irrigators; here, too, it is not clear to Xcel 
Energy that impacts would be unavoidable to these systems, given their location in 
relation to the right-of-way. In this area, the Blue Route follows generally property 
lines and avoids residences within 300 feet; furthermore, the Blue Route in this area 
avoids the residential development to south on the northern edge of City of Kimball.  

Site-specific analysis will be conducted after a route is selected and more detail is 
available regarding the irrigation systems to determine whether adjustments are feasible 
to avoid or minimize impacts. 

6. Reliability 

The DEIS describes system reliability and safety concerns associated with transmission 
line crossings in Section 5.8, consistent with Minn. Stat. 216E.02, subd. 1 and Minn. R. 
7850.4100(K), which requires consideration of electrical system reliability. The DEIS 
does not assess differences in line crossings and reliability among route alternatives 
studied. As described in the Direct Testimony of Jason Standing and Xcel Energy’s 
response to supplemental information inquiry 4 (included in Appendix O of the 
DEIS), transmission line circuits that cross over one another present operational and 
maintenance challenges. For example, both lines may need to be removed from service 

 
16 Id. at 336 and 390. 
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for a maintenance crew to work safely on one of the lines. Xcel Energy generally seeks 
to minimize line crossings to enhance reliability. Enhancing reliability is particularly 
critical for the Project because it will be a radial line that is anticipated to support more 
than 2,000 MW of wind and 420 MW of firm dispatchable resources. Xcel Energy 
requests that, in addition to acknowledging the reliability risks associated with line 
crossings, the FEIS more closely analyze variations in line crossings among route 
alternatives.  

7. Right-of-way sharing and paralleling 

The DEIS analyzes right-of-way sharing and paralleling with respect to transmission 
lines, roads and railroads, pipelines, parcels, section lines, and division lines. In Xcel 
Energy’s response to supplemental information inquiry 3 (included with Appendix O 
of the DEIS), the Company described challenges associated with paralleling some of 
these features—in particular, railroads and pipelines. To allow for a comparison of 
right-of-way sharing/paralleling by feature, Xcel Energy requests that the FEIS identify 
sharing/paralleling of railroads and pipelines, individually. Although Appendix E 
identifies these features individually, currently, Table 17-2 of the DEIS combines roads 
and railroads, and combines pipelines with other features. Xcel Energy respectfully 
submits that separating these features from the summary analysis presented in Chapter 
17 would allow for a better comparison among routes. 

8. Distance from residences 

In Table 17-2 of the DEIS, distances to residences are identified for each end-to-end 
route alternative A-D using a metric of 0-500 feet. Xcel Energy requests that the FEIS 
use the following distance metrics in calculating impacts to residences: 0-75 from the 
transmission line centerline, 76-150, 151-300, and 301-500. 

D. Chapter 14: Substations 

Chapter 14 of the DEIS analyzes potential impacts associated with Project substations. 
As described in that chapter, Xcel Energy identified substation siting areas along both 
the Blue and Purple Routes within which the voltage support and intermediate 
substations would be sited. Xcel Energy has been engaged in landowner outreach to 
identify more specific substation locations. As a result of that engagement, Xcel 
Energy has identified a site with a willing landowner for the voltage support substation 
along the Blue Route. Attachment 1 is a map depicting that site. The site is currently 
agricultural land and would not impact wetlands, conservation easements, or forested 
areas, and no sensitive habitat or species are anticipated to be present. Xcel Energy is 
continuing landowner outreach to acquire a site for the voltage support substation on 
the Purple Route. 
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E. Chapter 16: Cumulative Potential Effects 

Chapter 16 of the DEIS provides a thorough review of known projects in the vicinity 
of the Project. The DEIS also acknowledges that the Project’s purpose is to 
interconnect additional renewable energy and, thus, that additional generation projects 
are anticipated in the area.17 Because the developments that will be interconnected via 
the Project have not yet been identified, specific information regarding the impacts of 
those developments is not yet available. However, the FEIS could recognize that the 
Commission has approved 2,750 MW of renewable generation to interconnect with 
the Project and that the 2024 Settlement Agreement contemplates that 2,800 MW of 
wind and 120 MW of standalone storage will connect to the Project, as well as the 
proposed 420 MW Lyon County Generating Station.18 The potential environmental 
impacts of the Lyon County Generating Station are being reviewed initially by EERA 
in Docket E002/CN-23-212. Any interconnecting projects will be the subject of 
separate permitting proceedings, and the human and environmental impacts of those 
projects will be assessed as part of those proceedings. 

In addition, Chapter 16 identifies the proposed Birch Coulee solar project being 
developed in the vicinity of the City of Franklin, Minnesota. Xcel Energy is aware of 
this proposed solar project and is reviewing the alignment of the Preferred Route in 
this area to minimize potential conflict with the solar project. 

CONCLUSION 

Based on Xcel Energy’s review, the DEIS is a robust document that reasonably 
addresses the issues and alternatives raised in scoping. Xcel Energy appreciates the 
opportunity to provide comments on the DEIS, and the Company submits these 
comments to provide specific clarifications and/or updates regarding the Project. 
Where the Company has requested that the FEIS include additional or modified 
analysis, the Company is willing to coordinate with EERA to ensure that EERA has 
any data needed for the FEIS. 

 
 
Dated:  November 25, 2024 
 
Northern States Power Company 
  

 
17 Id. at 452. 
18 See In the Matter of Northern States Power Company d/b/a Xcel Energy 2024-2040 Integrated 
Resource Plan, MPUC Docket No. E002/RP-24-67, Joint Settlement Agreement at 6 (Oct. 2, 2024).  
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IN THE MATTER OF THE 
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ROUTE PERMIT APPLICATIONS 
FOR THE MINNESOTA ENERGY 
CONNECTION PROJECT   
 
MPUC Docket Nos. E002/CN-22-131 
and TL-22-132  
 
 

CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 

 
Breann L. Jurek certifies that on the 25th day of November 2024, she e-filed on behalf of 

Northern States Power Company, doing business as Xcel Energy, a true and correct copy of its 
Comments on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement with the Minnesota Public Utilities 
Commission via eDockets (www.edockets.state.mn.us).  Said document was also served on the 
Official Service Lists of record on file with the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission and as 
attached hereto. 

 
 Executed on:  November 25, 2024 Signed:  /s/ Breann L. Jurek 
  Fredrikson & Byron, P.A. 

60 South Sixth Street 
Suite 1500 
Minneapolis, MN 55402 
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