
                              
 

July 8, 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 and Energy CENTS Coalition’s Comments in the Matter 

of Xcel Energy’s Petition for an Automatic Bill Credit Pilot Program 

Docket Number E002/M-24-173 

 

Dear Mr. Seuffert, 

Center for Energy and Environment (“CEE”) and Energy CENTS Coalition (“ECC”) respectfully 

submit these Comments to the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission (“Commission’”) in the 

matter of Xcel Energy’s Petition for an Automatic Bill Credit Pilot Program (“Petition” or 

“Proposed Pilot Program”). 

On April 16, 2024 Xcel Energy (or “Company”) filed its Petition for approval of a two-year pilot 

program to provide utility bill credits for its residential electric customers living in geographic 

areas within its service territory with high energy burden. The pilot program was developed 

collaboratively through the Equity Stakeholder Advisory Group (“ESAG”), of which CEE and ECC 

are participants. CEE and ECC were signatories to the Company’s original Petition, indicating our 

support for the Proposed Pilot Program. CEE and ECC (jointly “Joint Commenters”) submit the 

following Comments to the Commission, supporting approval of the Petition and answering 

questions included in the Commission’s April 26, 2024 Notice of Comment Period in this docket.  

Overview of the Proposed Pilot Program 

Xcel Energy’s Proposed Pilot Program will provide bill credits to residential customers in Census 

Block Groups with average electric energy burden of four percent or higher, calculated based on 

U.S. Census Bureau median household income data and Xcel Energy utility billing data. Xcel 

Energy identified 77 eligible Census Block Groups, with a total of 23,000 eligible residential 

customers. Customers living in these Census Block Groups will receive a monthly bill credit equal 

to the amount, in aggregate over 12 months, necessary to bring the average annual electric 

energy burden to four percent. Participants will not be required to provide income data or take 

any additional action to receive the bill credits. The Company states:  
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The objective is to reduce energy burden based on existing and 

known disparities, without requiring income qualification or other 

program enrollment documentation. The pilot would complement 

and amplify the benefits of existing federal, state and utility energy 

assistance programs and deliver much-needed support to 

economically struggling households in some of the poorest areas of 

the Company’s service territory.1 

The annual estimated budget for the Proposed Pilot Program is $5.4 million. The Company 

proposes to pay for the program using U.S. Department of Energy (“DOE”) settlement payments 

that resulted from a lawsuit related to the U.S. Government’s failure to establish a long-term 

nuclear waste repository.  

Topics Open for Comment 

Does the proposed pilot meet the Commission’s objectives for the Equity Stakeholder Advisory 

Group (“ESAG”)?  

The Joint Commenters believe that the Proposed Pilot Program supports a key objective 

established by the Commission for the ESAG. Order Point 25 of the Commission's April 15, 2022 

Order in Docket Number E002/RP-19-368 laid out six objectives for the stakeholder group now 

named ESAG. The first objective established by the Commission was to “Design for the equitable 

delivery of electricity services and programs for energy-burdened customers in the company’s 

next resource plan.”2 The Joint Commenters believe that the “equitable delivery of electricity 

services” includes equity in the costs customers pay for those utility services. As such, when some 

customers pay significantly more as a percent of household income than others, that constitutes 

inequity.  

By providing bill credits to pilot participants, the Proposed Pilot Program will lower electricity 

costs, as a percent of income, for customers living in high energy-burdened areas to be more 

aligned with electricity costs customers pay in other parts of the Company’s service territory. In 

doing so, the Proposed Pilot Program will improve equity across the Company’s service territory 

over the term of the Proposed Pilot Program. It will also inform the Company’s future resource 

plans, and other utility program plans, by providing information and findings about how the pilot 

program performed. This information may be useful for informing broader, similar programs or 

other geographically targeted programs, such as geographically targeted energy efficiency 

programs.  

 
1 Page 1 of Xcel Energy’s Petition in this docket. 
2 Page 39 of the Commission’s April 15, 2022 Order Approving Plan with Modifications and Establishing 
Requirements for Future Filings in Docket Number E002/RP-19-368. 
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While the Joint Commenters believe this Proposed Pilot Program advances a key objective of the 

ESAG, we note that it is not sufficient on its own to fully meet that objective. The Proposed Pilot 

Program provides immediate financial relief for customers facing high energy burden, but it does 

not solve the underlying cause of that high energy burden (i.e., high utility costs relative to 

income). To address the root cause of this issue, the Company will need to take action to reduce 

ongoing utility costs or raise incomes for these customers, or both. Therefore, we believe that 

the Proposed Pilot Program should be approved and also paired with targeted investments in 

energy efficiency for participating customers, as well as ongoing workforce development 

programming that serves the communities included in the Proposed Pilot Program.  

Budget  

2. Should the Commission approve a pilot budget of $5.4 million per year, or $10.8 million over 

the two years of the pilot?  

3. Is it appropriate for Xcel Energy (Xcel or the Company) to absorb the administrative costs of 

delivering the pilot within its regular cost of doing business?  

4. Is it appropriate for the pilot to be funded by Department of Energy (DOE) settlement 

payments, which have historically been dispersed across customer classes?  

The Joint Commenters find the Company’s proposed budget reasonable and appropriate. 

Further, we find it reasonable for the Company to absorb the administrative costs of the 

Proposed Pilot Program within its regular cost of doing business. We expect the administrative 

costs of the Proposed Pilot Program to be minimal relative to the Company’s overall 

administrative costs and to have little impact on utility rates. Finally, we find it reasonable and 

appropriate to fund the two-year Proposed Pilot Program with a portion of the Company’s DOE 

settlement payment, while passing along the remaining settlement amount to all ratepayers 

through a Multiyear Rate Plan true-up refund or other mechanism.3  

Minnesota has a long history of providing financial relief for low-income households facing high 

energy bills and collecting the costs of those programs through utility rates. Examples include the 

Gas Affordability Program,4 Low-Income Electric Rate Discount,5 and Low-Income Energy 

Conservation and Optimization programs.6,7 These programs provide critical support for 

Minnesota families struggling to meet basic needs. Additionally, programs that reduce low-

income customers’ bills result in utility system benefits related to reduced arrears, reduced costs 

 
3 Xcel Energy noted in its Petion that the 2023 DOE settlement payment was approximately $16.8 million, which 
would fully fund the estimated annual budget of the Proposed Pilot Program with approximately $11.4 million 
dollars remaining. 
4 Minnesota Statute 216B.16 Rate Change; Procedure; Hearing, Subd. 15 
5 Minnesota Statute 216B.16 Rate Change; Procedure; Hearing, Subd. 14 
6 Minnesota Statute 216B.241 Public Utilities; Energy Conservation and Optimization, Subd. 7. 
7 Minnesota Statute 216B.2403 Consumer-Owned Utilities; Energy Conservation and Optimization, Subd. 5.  
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related to customer disconnections for non-payment, and reduced costs related to 

reconnections.8 Such programs can also provide broad societal benefits. 

The Joint Commenters believe that Xcel Energy’s Proposed Pilot Program will provide immediate 

financial relief for program participants, as well as utility system and societal benefits, which will 

be shared by non-participating customers. Moreover, the Proposed Pilot Program is designed to 

improve equity in the costs Xcel Energy customers incur for electric service, while testing an 

innovative program model, which may inform future utility programs. The DOE settlement 

payments provide a unique opportunity to fund the Proposed Pilot Program without directly 

increasing rates for other customers. Therefore, the Joint Commenters find it reasonable and 

appropriate to fully fund the Proposed Pilot Program with a portion of the DOE settlement 

payment. We recommend that the Commission approve the Company’s budget and cost-

recovery proposal as filed in the Petition. 

Method  

5. Is the two-year time frame for the pilot sufficient?  

6. Has Xcel chosen a valid method to calculate and map energy burden?  

7. Is Xcel’s chosen eligibility threshold of four percent (or greater) electric energy burden at the 

census block group (Census Block Group)-level reasonable?  

The Joint Commenters find Xcel Energy’s proposed timeframe and methodology for the Proposed 

Pilot Program to be reasonable and appropriate at this time. We anticipate that data and findings 

of the Proposed Pilot Program may inform future methodological changes or indicate that a 

longer pilot term would be beneficial for participants or necessary for research purposes. If so, 

we hope that the Company, the Commission, and stakeholders will consider such factors as they 

become known over the course of the two-year pilot term.  

Bills 

8. Has Xcel chosen a valid method to calculate monthly participant bill credits?  

As the Company noted in its Petition, other affordability programs – including PowerON, an Xcel 

Energy affordability program for which ECC is a third-party administrator – provide discounts 

sufficient to help low-income customers achieve a three percent energy burden, roughly 

equivalent to the average energy burden for non-low-income utility customers nationally.9 The 

Company indicated to ESAG stakeholders that narrowing the Proposed Pilot Program to those 

Census Block Groups experiencing four percent energy burden or higher would produce a more 

 
8 Russell, Christopher, Brendon Baatz, Rachel Cluett, and Jennifer Amann. Recognizing the Value of Energy 
Efficiency’s Multiple Benefits. American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy. December 2015. Page 28. 
9 U.S. Department of Energy. Low-Income Energy Affordability Data. LEAD Tool | Department of Energy. Accessed 
June 20, 2024. 

https://www.energy.gov/scep/slsc/lead-tool
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affordable initial pilot program. We are satisfied by that reasoning, but we hope that long-term 

program planning will continue to target a three percent energy burden, after the expiration of 

the pilot phase, as the Company has expressed an openness to doing. 

As for the mechanics of the Proposed Pilot Program itself, the Company proposes to calculate 

the credit for each Census Block Group by determining the bill level that would constitute four 

percent of median income in the Census Block Group, subtracting that from the current average 

bill, and applying the difference as a Census Block Group-specific credit. This approach is 

acceptable, so long as the pilot program participants can layer assistance from other affordability 

programs to ensure that overall assistance is sufficient for the lowest income residents of those 

communities, whose needs may not be fully met by the standardized discount through the 

Proposed Pilot Program. 

9. Is “layering” the pilot benefits on top of additional energy assistance appropriate?  

The Company noted in its Petition, “The pilot objective is to reduce energy burden based on 

existing and known disparities, without requiring income qualification or other program 

enrollment documentation. Simplicity is the focus here.”10  If the program were designed to 

exclude customers in the Census Block Group already receiving energy assistance, it would add a 

layer of administrative work that runs counter to the stated goals of the Proposed Pilot Program.  

Moreover, our support for the Proposed Pilot Program is contingent on it holding current utility 

discount program participants harmless. No one should lose access to existing affordability 

programs or inadvertently see their energy costs increase due to the Proposed Pilot Program. To 

that end, the automatic bill credit through the Proposed Pilot Program should be layered over 

and above any other affordability benefits or assistance. 

However, the Joint Commenters are closely scrutinizing the specific mechanics of benefits 

layering in the Proposed Pilot Program to ensure that participants are held harmless. In its 

Petition, the Company stated the following: 

In the event receiving the Automatic Bill Credit on top of other 

discounts or bill credits already received would cause a customer’s 

electricity bill to go below zero, the Automatic Bill Credit will be 

limited to what would result in a zero bill.11 

Under current policies, some discount programs (e.g., PowerON) require the program participant 

to make regular, discounted payments to remain eligible for the program. We are in 

 
10 Pp. 1-2 of Xcel Energy’s Petition in this docket. 
11 Page 14 of Xcel Energy’s Petition in this docket. 
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conversations with the Company to determine whether a customer whose bill technically 

becomes zero would be excused from this requirement for regular payments.  

10. Is Xcel’s treatment of “over-inclusion,” by including policies for opting-out and preventing 

negative bills, reasonable?  

Targeting a discount program by Census Block Group will almost certainly result in customers 

who would not otherwise qualify for discount programs receiving a benefit. That approach is 

meant to remedy the current landscape in which some customers who are income-eligible for 

discount programs do not participate due to a lack of awareness of existing programs or other 

issues with the administrative burden of entering the program. The combination of automatically 

enrolling customers who are currently eligible for discount programs but not currently 

participating and allowing those individuals in the eligible Census Block Group to opt-out of the 

automatic bill credit offers a more robust approximation of truly meeting the needs of all low-

income customers than does the current system. 

11. If funding using DOE funds is approved, should pilot participants still be eligible to receive a 

share of the remaining DOE refunds?  

Yes – the goal of the Proposed Pilot Program is to reduce energy burden and maintain simplicity 

for both customers and the utility. Participants should not be excluded from additional financial 

relief as a result of their participation in the Proposed Pilot Program. Where relevant, excess 

benefits can be directed towards paying down arrears.   

Evaluation  

12. Is it appropriate to engage a third-party evaluator to provide a pilot-specific Monitoring and 

Evaluation (M&E) plan?  

a. What degree of oversight would the Commission and/or ESAG have over the M&E 

process, including the timeline of work and selection of evaluation metrics and 

deliverables?  

b. How often should Xcel provide a progress report to the Commission and stakeholders?  

c. Staff has issued an information request in the instant docket asking Xcel to estimate 

the costs associated with engaging a third-party evaluator. Given Xcel’s estimate, are 

these costs reasonable?  

Xcel Energy’s Petition includes hiring a third-party evaluator to design and conduct M&E to 

evaluate the efficacy and impact of the Proposed Pilot Program. The Company notes, “The 

Company has often worked with a third party, both for the enhanced credibility of the program 

evaluation process, and to take advantage of M&E consultants’ expertise in survey design. We 
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propose to do the same here.”12 The Company estimates the third-party evaluation will cost 

approximately $400,000 based on its experience commissioning third-party evaluators for other 

pilot programs. In its response to Commission Staff’s April 26, 2024 Information Request Number 

Three, Xcel Energy stated, “The company will use the Request for Proposal process to contain 

costs, but considering the innovations being explored in this pilot, M&E needs to take a robust 

and thorough approach; we believe the cost estimate above is likely accurate.”13  

Also in its response to Commission Staff’s April 26, 2024 Information Request Number Three, the 

Company provided information about the likely evaluation process and how ESAG members may 

be engaged. 

This work would begin with development of an M&E plan and 

metrics, with research designed to measure the objectives 

designated in the final order through primary and secondary data 

collection at the appropriate points in the process. Engaging with 

ESAG member organizations at the conclusion of the planning stage 

(prior to any data collection) is likely, but we expect that the most 

cost-effective approach will rely on deference to the third-party 

evaluator’s expertise on survey design and sample development.14 

First, the Joint Commenters find it appropriate for the Company to engage a third-party evaluator 

to design and conduct a thorough program evaluation of the Proposed Pilot Program. We agree 

with the Company that M&E is a best practice for pilot programs to determine whether a pilot 

program should be continued, expanded, modified, or otherwise. The Proposed Pilot Program 

will test an innovative program design that may be informative for many other utility programs, 

and we believe a robust evaluation is critical for understanding the impact and efficacy of the 

program design and intervention. Moreover, we believe that hiring a third-party provider with 

experience and expertise in program evaluation will be important to ensure credibility and trust 

in the evaluation findings.  

Regarding the estimated cost of the evaluation, we find the Company’s proposed budget to be 

reasonable. We agree that a competitive bidding process is important to ensure a qualified 

evaluator is selected at an appropriate cost. We expect and recommend that the Company 

consider cost through the competitive bidding process and if the Company finds that a robust 

and rigorous evaluation can be achieved at a lower cost than the Company currently estimates, 

we expect and recommend that the Company do so.  

 
12 Page 20 of Xcel Energy’s Petition. 
13 Xcel Energy’s April 26, 2024 Response to Information Request Number 3 from the Minnesota Department of 
Commerce. 
14 Xcel Energy’s April 26, 2024 Response to Information Request Number 3 from the Minnesota Department of 
Commerce.  
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Finally, while the Joint Commenters agree with the Company that a qualified program evaluator 

will be best suited to determine survey design and sample development, we recommend that 

the Commission require the Company to engage with ESAG members in the development of 

evaluation metrics for the Proposed Pilot Program. The Company and third-party evaluator may 

choose additional metrics for the program evaluation, beyond those requested by the ESAG, but 

we believe it is important that ESAG provide input on evaluation metrics most important to ESAG 

members. We recommend that the Company solicit input from ESAG members on evaluation 

metrics through a stakeholder meeting with the Company and the third-party evaluator during 

the evaluation design process and before data collection begins.  

13. Is it appropriate for Xcel to inform customers from ineligible Census Block Groups about the 

automatic bill credit pilot along with information about other energy assistance opportunities?  

While the existence of the Proposed Pilot Program is a matter of public record, the Joint 

Commenters do not believe that it is appropriate to proactively promote the program outside of 

the targeted communities. The purpose of the Proposed Pilot Program is to maximize relief for 

existing residents of low-income communities. The unfortunate reality is that Minnesota 

continues to see high levels of racial and socioeconomic segregation. Consequently, geography 

all too often is an accurate predictor of economic wellbeing, hence the geographically-targeted 

design of the Proposed Pilot Program.   

Nonetheless, it is a population and not a geography that the Proposed Pilot Program is 

attempting to target. Actively promoting the program outside of the targeted Census Block 

Groups would risk customer confusion or even drawing in higher income residents from other 

areas, seeking lower energy costs. The point of the Proposed Pilot Program should be to observe 

the endogenous economic impact that occurs in these communities when the automatic bill 

credit is provided.  

14. Are there other issues or concerns related to this matter? 

The Joint Commenters have identified two additional issues for Commission consideration: pilot 

participants with existing arrears and the opportunity to pair the Proposed Pilot Program with 

Xcel Energy’s energy efficiency and workforce development programs.  

Arrears 

The roll-out of the Proposed Pilot Program is happening against the backdrop of a significant 

spike in disconnections across utilities and geographies, Xcel Energy included. Several of the 

Company’s recent regulatory filings show that 2023 had the highest level of disconnections since 

2014.15 In its 2023 Service Quality Report, Xcel Energy attributed the increase in disconnections 

 
15 See generally Docket Nos. E,G999/CI-YR-2 (reporting monthly disconnection figures); Docket No. E,G999/CI-23-2, 
Xcel December 2023 Residential Customer Status Report (Jan. 18, 2024) (reporting 4,822 disconnections, which 
was the highest number of monthly disconnections since at least 2014). 
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to the lingering economic hardship coming out of the COVID-19 pandemic and consequently a 

persistently high-level of arrears among a subset of customers.16 It would be a missed 

opportunity if the Company were to engage in a pilot program that focuses on the financial well-

being of customers in the lowest-income communities in its service territory and not place 

arrearage reduction at the center of its program design and ultimate evaluation. 

Utility arrears can be a major cost factor for utility customers, particularly utility customers 

experiencing high energy burden. Customers who fall behind on utility bills are typically offered 

payment plans by the utility and some programs, including Xcel Energy’s PowerOn program, 

forgive a portion of a customer's arrears if the customer adheres to a negotiated payment plan 

and schedule. The Joint Commenters believe it is important that the Company develop and offer 

a forgiveness process and opportunity, similar to that offered in the PowerOn program, for 

customers participating in the Proposed Pilot Program who have existing arrears.17 

Data and findings of the Proposed Pilot Program may be unclear or misleading for customers who 

are attempting to pay down arrears over the course of the Proposed Pilot Program. Energy 

burden includes costs customers pay toward previous utility debts, not just the costs customers 

pay toward their most recent utility bill. We fear that the Proposed Pilot Program bill credits will 

be less impactful for customers with arrears, as those customers are both attempting to pay 

current utility bills and previous utility debts. Providing a “clean slate” for participating customers 

would help to ensure that pilot program impacts on customers’ energy burden and ability to 

make utility payments over time are clear and identifiable.  

We ask that the Company respond to these Comments in its Reply Comments in this docket with 

the total amount of arrears currently associated with the eligible Census Block Groups, as well as 

a proposal and budget for arrear forgiveness for program participants. Any efforts to lower 

arrears will not just provide relief to the customers who owe them; they will also help to reduce 

a significant liability on the Company’s balance sheet and lower the potential for bad debt, the 

cost of which would be borne by all ratepayers.  

Complementary Energy Efficiency and Workforce Development Programs 

In its Petition, the Company stated: 

ESAG urged the Company to approach energy burden holistically 

by providing short-term bill relief (this proposed pilot), increasing 

access to energy efficiency to reduce long-term energy costs, and 

increasing incomes by providing pathways into well-paying energy 

 
16 In the Matter of Northern States Power Co. d/b/a Xcel Energy’s 2023 Annual Safety, Reliability, and Service 
Quality Report, Docket No. E-002/M-24-27, Xcel 2023 Annual Report and Petition at 8 (Apr. 1, 2024) 
17 In the PowerON program, Xcel applies a cost-share for both arrearage payments and the current month’s bill for 
program participants with the goal of reaching a cumulative “amount due” that is 3% of the participant’s income. 
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careers. This pilot is only the first step in that holistic approach. We 

hope to bring forward additional efforts to increase energy 

efficiency program participation in high energy burden areas, and 

we continue to expand efforts to diversify our workforce, increase 

procurement from diverse suppliers, and create pathways into 

energy careers.18 

The Joint Commenters stress the importance of pairing the Proposed Pilot Program with Xcel 

Energy’s existing or additional energy efficiency and workforce development programs, targeted 

to customers living in the eligible Census Block Groups. The Proposed Pilot Program will provide 

immediate financial relief for participants, but it does nothing to address the underlying and 

ongoing causes of high energy burden. Therefore, it is essential that the Company pair the 

Proposed Pilot Program with programming to implement energy efficiency improvements in 

participating customers’ homes and recruit interested participants for one of Xcel Energy’s 

workforce development programs from eligible Census Block Groups. The Joint Commenters 

request that the Company respond to these Comment in its Reply Comments with a general 

timeline and plan for targeting and implementing energy efficiency improvements in 

participating customers’ homes and recruiting participants for its workforce development 

programs.  

Please contact Audrey Partridge at apartridge@mncee.org or George Shardlow at 

george@energycents.org with any questions. 

Sincerely,  

/s/ Audrey Partridge 

Director of Regulatory Policy 

Center for Energy and Environment 

 

/s/ George Shardlow 

Executive Director 

Energy CENTS Coalition 

 

 
18 Page 5 of Xcel Energy’s Petition. 

mailto:apartridge@mncee.org
mailto:george@energycents.org
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